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I N F O R M A T I O N  
o n  t h e  
R O O M S  





This educational pack provides the groups planning to visit the 

Arrantzaleen Museoa [Fishermen's Museum] with information so that 

can learn about its contents to help plan their visit. 

 

The museum has three floors with a permanent display and one floor 

for temporary exhibitions.  

 

This material will take you through the permanent exhibition floor by 

floor and through the different themes relating to the world of fishing.  

 

Floor plans of each level and the description of each area are included 

below. 

Information on the Rooms 
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INTRODUCTION 

The historical Ercilla Tower, declared a National Monument, overlooks Bermeo's 

Old Harbour and has been home to the Arrantzaleen Museoa since 1948. 

 

It is one of the few museums in the world exclusively dedicated to showing visitors 

the world, life, and work of fishermen and everything related to fishing.  At this 

museum, you will learn about aspects related to the life and customs of the 

fishermen and their families, their guilds, vessels and the techniques used for 

catching and selling the fish down through the ages. You can also discover the 

history of the Basque Auxiliary Navy, whose core was made up of Basque 

fishermen. 

 

The Arrantzaleen Museoa is in the Ercilla Tower, the only one of the 30 fortified 

tower-houses in Bermeo still standing in its town centre. 

Information on the Rooms 
Arrantzaleen Museoa 
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1   The Ercilla Tower-House 

2   Preshow (audiovisual) 

3   The charter town of Bermeo 

4   Ethnography 

5   The Arrantzale (The Basque fisherman) (audiovisual) 

6    Fishermen’s Associations  

7   Auxiliary trades 

8   Selling the fish 

 

The reception, information and retail areas are on the ground floor, where the 

section introducing visitors to the Museum is located.   

Apart from practical information on the Arrantzaleen Museoa, you can also find out 

about this history of the building on this floor.  

An audiovisual section takes you into the world of the Arrantzales (Basque 

fishermen). Once inside the rooms, you will discover the history of the charter town 

of Bermeo, the ethnography, all about the Arrantzale, the auxiliary trades and the 

selling of the fish. Audiovisual sections, models, original items, vessels, texts are the 

resources used. 

Information on the Rooms 
Arrantzaleen Museoa 
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GROUND FLOOR: 

1  The Ercilla Tower-House 
  

The tower-houses were the most popular fortified buildings in Biscay in the Middle Ages. 
Not only were these genuine symbols of the power of the nobility strategically located in 
the countryside, but in some cases, they were also built in urban areas and adopted a 
more residential aspect. 
During the Middle Ages, Bermeo was an important trading centre, as after the 13th century 
and after being given charter town status, it began to be used by Castilian traders to send 
their products to the north of Europe. 
In that golden age, around thirty tower-houses were built. Only this Ercilla Tower-House 
still remains standing today. 
The Ercilla Tower-House is strategically located on the edge of the urban area and on the 
cliff that overlooks the historical harbour of Bermeo, but its origins are uncertain.  It seems 
that it was built during the 15th century as a freestanding building, with a four-sided 
Gothic tower, and was clearly constructed for defensive purposes. 
However, after the 1504 fire in Bermeo, the tower became a Renaissance palatial mansion 
with a six-sided floor plan, and it went from being used for military to residential and 
commercial purposes. 
You are in a town building that is near to the harbour docksides and with a large auction 
room on the ground floor, which the Ercilla family used for trading. 
This auction room-storage area boasts one of the most interesting architectural features 
of the building: four octagonal Isabelline Gothic columns, with circular bases and capitels 
with ruffs.  The great height achieved by the columns created a marked vertical 
development that makes this the most striking area of the building. 
There are no records regarding when the Ercilla family stopped living in their ancestral 
home, but from the 19th century onwards, the Tower-House was rented out to humble 
families.  It even had to be closed and disinfected in 1855 as it was one of the centres of 
the deadly cholera epidemic that devastated part of Bermeo. 
In 1944, the building was declared a National Monument.  Its outside and inside were 
extensively refurbished to house the Fishermen's Museum. 
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 The Ercilla Family 
  
The Ercillas belonged to the fraction supporting the Oñaz family, along with other families 
from Bermeo such as the Areilza, Apioza or Arrescuenaga. Members of this noble family 
included Fortún García de Ercilla, supreme judge of Navarre, advisor to Charles V, Holy 
Roman Emperor and annuitant of his son Philip, or his son Alonso de Ercilla, author of the 
famous epic poem “La Araucana” [The Araucaniad in English].  
   
This Tower-House belonged to the Ericllas, whose first member known in Bermeo would 
be Juan Pérez de Ercilla, who married María Alonso de Arteaga y Mújica-Butrón, daughter 
of the Lord of the Arteaga family in Bermeo. 
  
His son, Martín Ruiz de Ercilla, married María Fernández de Ermendurua y Arostegui, was 
Mayor and Alderman of the charter town, and appeared several times as the 
representative of Bermeo at the General Assemblies. He was appointed Chief Scribe of the 
Navy that was organised in Bermeo in 1493 to take Muley Boabdil, the Moorish Emirate of 
Granada, and his retinue to Africa. 
  
A younger son  of his, Fortún García de Ercilla,  became one of the most enlightened men 
of Bermeo and of the Seignory. Born in 1494, he was Jurisconsult and Doctor in Civil and 
Canon Law, and due to his merits and studies in Bologna, he was offered a professorship 
at the University of Pisa, a request that he rejected in the same way as the invitation from 
Pope Leo X, who wanted him to move to Rome.       Summoned by Emperor Charles V, he 
returned to the city and was appointed Supreme Judge of Navarre. He also joined the 
Council of Orders and to the Royal Council.  He was the right-hand advisor of the emperor 
and annuitant of his son Phillip, and appointed as a Knight of Santiago. He married Leonor 
de Zuñiga y Zamudio and Alonso de Ercilla y Zuñiga was one of the children born to the 
marriage. 
  
Alonso de Ercilla was born in Madrid in 1533 and he was raised in the court as a page to 
the future Philip II of Spain. . The desire for his own adventures drove Alonso to enlist in 
the army that set off at that time to the Americas in order to stamp out the rebellion of 
the Arancanians led by Caupolican. He used the notes he took during his time in the 
Americas to write on his return the epic poem La Araucana, considered the national poem 
of Chile, as he always praised the value and nobility of the Arancanians.  
  
 

Information on the Rooms 
Arrantzaleen Museoa 
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Current appearance of The Ercilla Tower-House  
  

 
Its current appearance is the result of the four remodelling projects carried out 
during the 20th century: 

1948    
Return to the original appearance after 
centuries of residential use and fitting 
it out as the Arrantzaleen Museoa. 
 
1985    
Roof repaired and reorganising the 
layout. 
 
1995    
Restoring the façades. 
 
2014   
Consolidating the building and 
museum remodelling. 
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GROUND FLOOR: 

2 Preshow  

(audiovisual) 

Mari will take you into the world of the Arrantzale [Basque Fisherman] 
during this five-minute audiovisual film. It covers in an entertaining way the 
majority of the themes addressed in the rooms of the Arrantzaleen Museoa: 
The Basques and the Sea; The Charter Town of Bermeo; The Role of Women 
in Fishing Towns; the Mareantes de San Pedro Fishermen’s Association; The 
Species Caught; Superstitions, etc. 

Information on the Rooms 
Arrantzaleen Museoa 
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GROUND FLOOR: 

3 The charter town of Bermeo 

 Founded in 1236, the charter town of Bermeo held the title of “Cabeza de Bizkaia” 
[Head of Bizkaia] from the end of the 15th to the early 17th century. Bermeo was the 
main town of the Seignory of Bizkaia and therefore enjoyed certain privileges.  The 
economy of Bermeo, a town with a deep-rooted seafaring tradition, has mainly been 
based on fishing and fish preserving. 
 

The founding of Bermeo 
 
The oldest written documents with information about Bermeo date back to the 11th 
century, when the first Lord of Bizkaia, Don Iñigo López, and his wife, Doña Toda, made 
a series of donations to the Monastery of San Juan de la Peña, and referred to the place 
as “Vermeio”. 
It was not until 1082 that the port of Bermeo would be mentioned for the first time, in 
the guise of a donation of the Church of “Sancti Micaelis arcangeli in portu de 
Vermelio” to the Monastery of San Millán de la Cogolla by the second Lord of Bizkaia, 
Don Lope Iñiguez, and his wife, Dona Tecla. 
When it comes to references in Bermeo, there is nothing mentioned in the surviging 
documents during the 12th century.   
In the 13th century, the Lord of Bizkaia, Lope Díaz II de Haro, founded Bermeo 
(“Bermejo”) and granted it the Charter of Logroño and the status of Charter Town. Even 
though the exact date it was founded is not known, it must have happened between 
1234 and 1939, although it was most probably 1236.  
Subsequently, the following Lords of Bizkaia expanded and improved the terms of 
Bermeo, with the contributions of Don Lope Díaz de Haro (1285) and of Don Tello 
(1366) being particularly noteworthy. 
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Bermeo, «Cabeza de Bizkaia» 
 
Bermeo continued to grow in importance, to the point that some Lords of Bermeo 
came to the town to swear the oath to the Old Charter of Bizkaia and the Privileges 
of the Charter Town in the Church of Santa Eufemia: Henry III (1393), Henry IV 
(1457), Ferdinand the Catholic Monarch (1476) and Alonso de Quintanilla, on behalf 
of Isabel the Catholic Monarch (1481). 
In the context of the charter towns of Bizkaia, Bermeo enjoyed a type of leadership 
among the others, so that when he visited the town in 1476, King Ferdinand the 
Catholic Monarch granted it the title of “Cabeza de Bizkaia” [Head of Bizkaia].  The 
privileges that this title entailed include the right to hold the first seat and vote in 
the General Assemblies of Bizkaia. Furthermore, when the Bermeo representatives 
spoke, all the others had to be standing and with their hats removed as they 
listened, as a sign of respect. 
However, the General Assemblies never really accepted this royal concession and 
acted against it on numerous occasions.  Thus, in 1602, Bermeo was stripped of its 
title, as it was contrary to the honour of the nobility of Bizkaia. 
 
 

Bermeo as a main port and trade centre 
 
During the 14th century, Bermeo was the main port of the Seignory and an 
important trading centre. 
Bermeo was one of the members that the Hermandad de las Villas de la Marina de 
Castilla (Brotherhood of Castilian Seaports) had among the Bay of Biscay ports 
from 1296 and that were operating until 1494.  
The ordinances of the San Pedro Brotherhood of Seafarers (1353), the city walls of 
the Charter Town (1337) and the Monastery of San Francisco (1357) date from this 
era. 
  
 

The fights between feudal fractions  
 
During the 15th century, the fights between the different feudal fractions blighted 
the whole territory and Bermeo was not left unscathed. 
These fights were based on two warring camps. Each side had ties of solidarity and 
kinship among its members, led by the “elders”: in Bizkaia, the Butrón elder was the 
head of the Oñaz fraction and the Abendaño elder led the Gamboa fraction. Both 
camps were seeking “to be more”.  
In Bermeo, the warring noble families were in principle the Azuaga and the Apiotza. 
But the Azuaga lineage was divided into three branches: Ermendurua, Areiltza and 
Arostegi. Finally, these four lineages were agreed to divide up the charter town. 

Information on the Rooms 
Arrantzaleen Museoa 
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The emergence of the fishing industry 
 

It was  in the 17th century when Bermeo turned its sights on fishing and trade was 
relegated to a second plane.  
This specialisation had a significant influence on the architecture of Bermeo, as 
docks were built, along with buildings for the auxiliary industries of the fishing 
business: pickling, salting, shipyards, etc. 
This specialisation would continue to make its mark on Bermeo over the following 
centuries. Thus, at the end of the 19th century, the important fish catches and the 
flourishing economic situation led to outstanding architecture and infrastructure 
projects. 
The technology advances in the fishing sector became established throughout the 
20th century, converting this artisan activity into an efficient industry, but without 
turning its back on its traditional nature. Thanks to this, Bermeo now has an 
outstanding inshore and offshore fishing fleet, which is a benchmark that places as 
at the cutting edge worldwide. 
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GROUND FLOOR: 

4   Traditional Festivities 

The joyful and merry seafaring festivities along the Bizkaia coast have become an 
important tourist attraction and are now ensuring that the fame of its towns transcends 
borders.  
  
The coastal towns are closely linked to the sea. This tie  is longstanding and can clearly 
be seen in all aspects of everyday life, including religious celebrations and traditional 
festivities. 
  
The arrantzale (fishermen) and their families enjoyed a break from their hard lives during 
the many pilgrimages and patron saint festivities dotted throughout the year of our 
fishing towns. 
  
Particularly noteworthy are the festivities directly related to the sea, which are noted for 
their many traditions and curious customs.  These include St. John's Eve, Mary Magdalene 
Feast Day and the patron saint festivities, known as Andramaris in Bermeo. Further 
examples are St. Peter Festivities in Lekeitio with the popular Kaxarranka dance.  Or the 
feast day of Our Lady of El Carmen, the patron saint of seafarers, when the celebrations 
include the traditional floral offerings at sea from the different ports along the coast.  
  
 

Information on the Rooms 
Arrantzaleen Museoa 
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GROUND FLOOR: 

5 The Arrantzale  

(The Basque Fishermen)  

Audiovisual  

During this three-minute audiovisual film, you can discover what life is like 
for an Arrantzale family. Antton, Mari and their son will tell you about their 
daily lives.. Antton describes life onboard the fishing boats, while Mari talks 
about the essential role of the wife. They describe the neighbourhoods and 
homes of the Arrantzale families. 
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GROUND FLOOR: 

6 The Fishermen’s Associations 

 
These fishermen’s associations are not-for-profit trade guilds, whose purpose is to 
represent the interests of their members. The associations are consultation bodies and 
work with the authorities in charge of marine fisheries and regulating the fishing sector. 
 
Their origins date back to the Middle Ages, when they had a clear religious component 
that has disappeared overtime.  
 
The current associations have changed significantly since the medieval guilds both in 
their administration and internal organisation and in their specific purposes and fields of 
action. However, they have always retained their original friendly-society and corporate 
philosophy. 
 

Information on the Rooms 
Arrantzaleen Museoa 
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GROUND FLOOR: 

7 Auxiliary trades 

 

Fishing requires a series of auxiliary trades for the fishermen to go about their work. 
  
Rope, fish-hook and net makers were needed to make the fishing nets and gear used by 
the seafarers and fishermen, while the coopers and basket makers supplied the tools to 
transport the goods.   
  
These artisan trades have mainly disappeared as the work is now carried out on an 
industrial scale. 
  
 

En este espacio se muestra un audiovisual de aproximadamente 9 
minutos en el que se puede apreciar el importante trabajo de las rederas. 
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GROUND FLOOR: 

8 Selling the fish 

Selling and processing the fish is another long tradition, that went hand in hand with the 
fishing  as such and its different techniques, and in which men and women took part . 
 
 

Auction and selling 
 
Once the fish arrives on shore, it is time to sell it. At the port of Bermeo, the fish caught by 
the inshore fleet is auctioned by the Fishermen's Association.  
  
After the auction, the fish has different destinations, depending on the buyer: 
 
Wholesalers: they send the product to the central markets in the main cities. 
Retailers: they take the product to the fishmongers. 
Canning/preserving companies: they prepare their products in their factories. 
Others: poor quality fish is turned into animal feed, flour and fertilisers. 
 

Screen on the “Selling the fish” 
interactive game. 

Information on the Rooms 
Arrantzaleen Museoa 
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Transport 
 
The methods used to transport the fish landed at the port of Bermeo have changed 
greatly. 
  
In the past, the fishmongers used to transport the fresh product in heavy baskets on their 
head to the nearby markets. Yet there had to resort to the muleteers and their great carts 
or pack mules to supply the inland markets of Castile, La Rioja or Aragon. 
  
The situation has now totally changed: powerful refrigerated trucks ensure that the daily 
catch can be enjoyed in just a few hours at points that are far away from the unloading 
port. 
  
  

Preserved fish 
  
The fish preservation processes in Bermeo are as old as fishing itself.  The fresh fish 
underwent different preservation processes at source so that it could be transported to 
the inland market. 
 
Salting, pressing and pickling were the traditional methods, but other more modern 
systems, such as canning and semi-preserves in vegetable oil, are now used alongside 
them. 
 
The fish preserving industry has been a cornerstone of Bermeo's economy for several 
generations, but some of the artisan approach of the past still continues today. 
 
It is also work that has been exclusively carried out by the women in Bermeo right from 
the start centuries ago down to the present.  



MEZZANINE: 
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The mezzanine is dedicated to trawler races. It is a walkway overlooking the 

whole ground floor of the Museum. The mezzanine is reached by the stairs next to 

the "Selling the Fish" section. You will find here a trawler hanging from the 

ceiling, along with the 2010 La Concha Flag won by “Urdaibai”. There is an 

audiovisual film explaining the rules of this sport to illustrate and add to the 

mezzanine display. 

  Trawler Racing 

Information on the Rooms 
Arrantzaleen Museoa 
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TRAWLER RACING 
 
Down through the centuries, fishermen relied on the strength of the wind to sail their 
boats. When there was no wind, they had to resort to the strength of their arms to row 
their vessel.   
 
The battles between the fishing boats to be the first to reach the fishing ground and then 
back to port to get the best price for their catches were the origin of the trawler races, 
which are so famous along the Bay of Biscay coast.  

Interactive screen on the 
“estropadas” or races. 



FIRST FLOOR: 

1  Riverside Carpentry  

2  Whale Hunting 

3 Fishing and its Methods 

1 

2 

3 

It is a totally open section featuring riverside carpentry, whale hunting and, 

mainly, the different fishing techniques.  A large audiovisual display welcomes you 

and explains about whale hunting and what it meant to the Basque people. 

Covering the majority of this space on this floor, texts, illustrations, audiovisual 

films and models explain the fishing techniques used by the Basque Arrantzales.  
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FIRST FLOOR: 

1 Riverside Carpentry 

Bermeo shipyards 
 
The shipbuilding techniques were brought from northern Europe to the Basque coastal 
towns and villages during the 10th and 11th centuries. Those techniques were then used 
to construct a great variety of vessels used for different uses, including fishing. 
 
 
Traditionally, the boats used for fishing were produced in the riverside shipyards. 
However, in recent years, those shipyards have gradually disappeared not only in our 
territory, but all over Europe. 
 
Thus, traditional shipbuilding using wood has been replaced by new materials, such as 
steel and fibreglass, and the construction processes have also been mechanised.   
 
The heyday of the riverside carpentry was in the 1960s, the time when most of the Basque 
inshore fleet was built. A boat which was based on a steam vessel, with a short fore deck, 
cruise type aft and certain sheer. The sawn formwork, oak frame, pine deck and deck 
covered with tropical wood. With 30 metres long and a beam of 7,5 metres the fishing 
boat are equipped with all the technical advances for navigation, detection and 
conservation of fish. 
 

Information on the Rooms 
Arrantzaleen Museoa 
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FIRST FLOOR: 

2 Whale Hunting 

Use of the whale: 
 
Baleens: Mainly used to make corsetry and umbrellas, and also in the cutlery-making 
sector. 
 
Meat: For human consumption or as animal feed. 
 
Blubber: Used to make whale oil, highly coveted at the time for oil lamps as it was 
smokeless and burned cleanly. Cosmetics and medicine. 
 
Visceras: As fertilizer. 
 
Tongue and Liver: To make the fine oil used in making watches and clocks. 
 
Bones: For construction, manufacturing furniture, jewels, etc. 

There is a large semi-recumbent screen used for an audiovisual film lasting 
around 3 minutes and describing the importance of whale hunting for the 
Basques. 
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FIRST FLOOR: 

3 Fishing and its Methods 

Fishing has been Bermeo's main activity down through history. Anchovy, sardine, hake, 
sea bream and skipjack tuna are, among others, the species perennially caught by the 
arrantzales (fishermen) of Bermeo. Their fishing techniques have changed over time, but 
even today they still speak about the mettle of those methods for fishing the sea. 
 

 
Fishing methods  
 
The different fishing methods depend on the distance between the fisheries and the 
home ports, as well as on the techniques used, distinguishing between gear and nets. 
 
Thus, the different classifications are down to the combination of all those factors: 
 

• industrial and artisan fishing  
• nshore and offshore fishing 
• surface and seabed fishing  
• etc. 

Information on the Rooms 
Arrantzaleen Museoa 
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SHORE FISHING 
 
Shore fishing is carried out along a small strip of sea next to the shore, from on shore or 
in small boats. 
What began as gathering molluscs and crustacean and to catch fish from the shores in 
pre-historic times ended up becoming one of the most effective methods. 
As the techniques have been passed down through the generations, coastal fishing has 
remained eminently artisan in nature. 
 

Shellfish gathering:  
The equipment used is very varied: 
pointed or sharp cutting tools are used 
for the species clinging to rocks; those 
living in the sand are gathered by hand; 
those living on the seabed are caught 
using trapping devices, such as the pots, 
creels and fish traps. 

Fixed nets:  
The types of nets used are fixed mesh nets, whose name reflects the fact that they remain 
in the same station all the time that they rare deployed. They are rectangular and they are 
placed on the seabed with ballast on their base and floats on the top. They create an 
obstacle where the fish are enmeshed or entangled when they try to cross it.   
 
 
Hook gear:  
This gear is efficient thanks to the use of the hook. It is made up  of a line to which smaller 
lines or “brazoladas” can be added and to which the hooks are attached. Leadsof a certain 
weight are added to the gear to anchor it in place. 
 
 
Trolling gear:  
It is used to catch species that swim near the surface. The hooks on this gear are trawled 
by a vessel at a moderate speed, so that which attracts the voracious feeders. 
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Cordage:  
It is one of the oldest known fishing tools and as it is the most selective of gear, it was the 
least harmful to the fauna in a fishing ground.  Cordage consists of a very long piece of  
twine made out of asphalted or dyed hemp or flax. Lead ballast was added to the twine, 
and at the point where it joins, the branchline with the hook attached to its end.   Cordage 
disappeared during the 20th century and was replaced by other more modern gear. 
 
Bream Lines:  
This tackle dates back to the Middle Ages. It consisted of a long line up to 500 fathoms, to 
which a fishing tip was added and weighted with ballast.  The fishing tip was 500 fathoms 
and contained around 300 hooks. At the end of the 19th century, it was replaced by 
longlines. 
 
Longlines:  
They are gear that is cast horizontally. It uses a long line, called the main line, with baited 
hooks attached at intervals by means of thin or branch lines.   During the Middle Ages, 
they were used illegally, as they were forbidden as they were considered harmful. Their 
use was legalised at the end of the 19th century. They have been used to catch conger eel, 
sea bream, palometa and hake. 
 
Sardine Nets:  
From the Middle Ages, two types of networks have been use to catch sardines: the circular 
or "gueldera” nets and the “jeitos” or drift nets. These rectangular nets spread out forming 
a barrier where the fish was enmeshed.  

COASTAL FISHING 
 
Coastal fishing is the one carried out in the 
coves of the Basque coastline, exclusively using 
hook gear. The fishing is from medium-sized 
vessels, known as hake fishing boats, crewed by 
six people, and which are used to catch hake, 
sea bream, mackerel and many other species. 
  
The arrantzales have continued to use 
traditional fishing methods down through the 
years and adapt to the different eras: This 
fishing category is thus also known as "artisan 
fishing". 

Interactive screen about coastal 
fishing, fishing grounds of the 
Basque coastline and fish species.  

Information on the Rooms 
Arrantzaleen Museoa 
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1- Fishing with live bait and rods:  
In 1947, ship owners from Saint Jean de Luz experimented with a new rod system that 
proved to be satisfactory. It uses bait, which is kept alive in the “nurseries” set up in the 
boats. Rods are used to catch the fish and the gear is baited with live bait from the 
nurseries. The rods are cast to starboard, so that an artificial curtain of water is created 
that prevent the fish from seeing the fishermen and their rods. When a fish bites the hook, 
the fisherman has to lift it out smoothly without jerks or strange noises that could frighten 
the school of tuna. Therefore, where large fish are caught, blocks and pulleys are used to 
help lift out the fish and  bring it on board correctly.  

SKIPJACK TUNA: 
 
Two fishing methods somewhere between coastal fishing and inshore fishing is used to 
fish for skipjack tuna (or atunetea in Basque). 

Prior to the use of rods, tuna fishing with live bait involved using hand gear that, as it was 
only made up of line, fishing tip and hook, was used on the surface and was not weighted.  
These lines were cast in the water with their hooks baited with live bait. When the fish 
took the bait, they were wound in and brought on board with the help of boathooks. 
 
Other similar gear, developed from the original types, was used in those cases where the 
fish is scattered and do not come alongside and it is impossible to use the rods. 

2- “Jigging”:  
Catching skipjack by "jigging” or “trolling” 
was a technique already used in the 16th 
century. This method is used with the boat 
underway, by dragging a certain number of 
lines behind whose hooks are covered with 
lures that really attract the fish. The lures 
have evolved over time and the early lures 
made out of feathers, rags and ears of corn 
have been replaced by the current ones 
made out of coloured plastic. 
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NETS 
 

• Drift Nets: 
These nets, which were similar and had been developed from the ancient sardine nets, 
were used to catch sardines and anchovies from the start of the 20th century until the 
1940s, when they disappeared. 

 
Early purse seine with closure nets:  
In the 16th century, the arrantzales  were already using purse seine nets to catch 
sardines. This could possibly be down to the use of sardine nets as coastal drag nets, in 
other words, attracting them to the vessel after having enclosed the shoals of fish. The 
net closure had been added by the 17th century so that the fish could not escape from 
the bottom of the net. 
 
 
 
Bolinch and traiña nets:  
By the end of the 19th century, the traditional purse seine nets had been perfected and 
converted into the so-called “bolinche” (Shrimping nets) and “traiña” (sardine-fishing 
nets).  These nets were similar and the only difference was the consistency of the mesh. 

• Purse seine nets: 
 
Coastal drag net:  
This seine net was used with the help of 
boats, both for fishing for flathead 
mullet, boga, gilthead sea bream and 
other similar species, and to catch 
sardines when they entered the bays and 
ports. But the use of the coastal drag net 
was banned in the ports and bays of the 
Basque coastline from the Middle Ages, 
particularly when it was done with the 
help of boats, as it was considered to 
threaten the survival of the sardine. 
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Seine purse fishing methods: 
 
 
The glow method:  
The fish can be seen from the “ardora” or glow or phosphorescence that the movement 
of the sardine or anchovy produces on the sea surface at night. 
 
The manjúa method:  
When they are attacked by dolphins, the schools of sardines or anchovies are forced to 
the surface and a red stain called "gorria" appears on the surface and indicates the fish 
are there. 
 
The light method:  
A powerful light on the support boat is used by the fishermen to attract the fish.  
 
The macizo method:  
The fish are attracted and gathered together using  “macizo”, a type of salty bait. 
 
The blancuras method:  
"Blancuras" is the term use to refer to the dark spots that appear on the surface of the 
sea, indicating the presence of fish. 

• Trawl nets: 
 
They are funnel-shaped nets that are trawled through shoals of fish that go inside and 
are trapped in nets. 
 
Even though they are similar in shape, there are different type of trawl nets, depending 
on the number of vessels that trawl them (bou, baka and pareja types of trawlers) and 
the depth at which they are fishing (seabed, pelagic). 
 
These techniques are used by the fresh fish trawlers, frozen fish boats and cod fishing 
boats. 
  

In this space an audiovisual 
about different fishing methods is 
shown.  
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1  The Basque Navy 

2  Alonso de Ercilla 

1 

2 
Sala Txile 

Salón de actos 

WC 

The permanent exhibition on the second floor takes up half the space, as the 

remainder is used as the Arrantzaleen Museum conference room, the "Txile 

Room”, named in tribute to the close link between the Ercilla family and this 

country. 

 

The exhibition mainly covers the "Basque Navy" and its resources include a large 

audiovisual screen and a mural with texts and illustrations from the Battle of 

Matxitxako.  

Next to the entrance to the “Txile Room”, there is a section dedicated to Alonso 

de Ercilla and his well-known epic poem “La Araucana” [The Araucaniad]. 
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1  The Basque Navy 

The Auxiliary Navy of the Basque Country 
  
  

The creation of  the Auxiliary Navy of the Basque Country (MGAE) 
 
On 15 October 1936, Lehendakari José Antonio de Agirre created a Navy Section within 
the Department of Defence and appointed Joaquín de Egia y Untzueta, the person in 
charge of maritime affairs of the Vizcaya Defence Board, to run it. 
 
Its mission was to form an auxiliary force to help the Republican Navy to protect fishing 
and maritime traffic in its own coastal waters and keep the accesses to Basque ports free 
of obstacles. 
 
This naval force therefore was tasked to carry out secondary tasks, in Basque waters, to 
the Cantabrian Sea Naval Forces (FNC), so that the latter could focus on fighting against 
the enemy units and escorts far off the coast. 
 
The Auxiliary Navy did not come under the Cantabrian Naval Forces, but answered 
directly to the Defence Board and, in turn, to the Head of the Basque Government. 
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The armed trawlers 
 
As the core of this naval force, Egia selected the four PYSBE cod fishing boats,  that were 
being armed by the FNC. On 30 October, José Antonio Agirre signed the decrees seizing 
the vessels Mistral, Vendaval, Euzkal-Erria  and Hispania,  on behalf of the Basque 
Government, which were renamed Gipuzkoa, Nabarra, Bizkaya and Araba,  respectively. 
Other vessels were added in the following months. 
 
Once the boats were part of the Auxiliary Navy, a second 101.6 mm machine gun was 
installed aft on all the trawlers, except for on the Araba. All the cod fishing boats had a 
full radiotelegraphic station, to which a radio-telephone system was added. 
 
These boats were popularly referred to as "the armed trawlers”. All of them were 
painted in lead grey and bore the initial of the name, in black, on their rigging. They 
flew the ikurriña (Basque flag) at the bow and the Republican tricolour flag on the main 
mast. 
 
They were tasked with escorting the merchant vessels sailing to and from Bilbao, 
protecting the boats fishing in coastal waters and patrolling the coast and the accesses 
to Basque ports. 
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The Navy members 
  
The Sea Volunteers Decree was published on 10 November 1936 to ensure that these 
vessels and all others belonging to the Basque Navy were crewed by people under the 
control of the Basque Government. 
 
The Sea Volunteers was a military corps manned by civilian volunteers. Enrolment was 
open to any person who had been in the merchant navy or sailed as a professional 
inshore or offshore fisherman for at least six months. 
 
Once they had joined up, the volunteers where under the laws and jurisdiction of the 
Navy and subject to military discipline. All the volunteers were given working and street 
uniforms. The first were overalls and the second consisted of a jacket and trousers that 
ranged from greenish grey to navy blue in colour, along with fishermen’s boots and a 
dark beret. They did not use insignia or braids to identify the different ranks. 
 
Most of the Sea Volunteers came from Basque coastal towns.  Over half of them were 
from Bizkaia (57%) and special mention should be made of the high number of people 
from Bermeo (over 11% of the total).  Just over a quarter were from Gipuzkoa (28%) and 
only a handful was from Álava and Navarra (around 1% between both).  The remainder 
(14%) were born outside Euskal Herria, most of whom were from Galicia (11%). 
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2  Alonso de Ercilla and Chile 

Alonso de Ercilla achieved fame as an epic poet thanks to his poem “La Araucana” [“The 
Araucaniad” in English], which narrates the conquest of Chile. Yet his life as a soldier and 
traveller is much less known, but in fact he was a true knight-errant and gentleman of the 
16th century.  
  

Alonso de Ercilla’s roots 
  
Alonso de  Ercilla, the son of Fortún García de Ercilla, lawyer on the Royal Council, and 
Leonor de Zúñiga, both of whom were from Bermeo, was born in Madrid on 7 August 
1533. 
 
However, Alonso de Ercilla never forgot from where his family’s roots came, nor even 
forgot that he was Biscayne, a status that the Charter granted him even though he had 
been born outside the Seignory, and he duly sought proof of his nobility in Bermeo in 
order to don the habits of the Knights of Santiago. 
 
  

To the West observe Hispania  
First the ancient realm Biscayan  

Whence stem chivalry and grandeur  
Recognised and most apparent.  
See Bermeo's tangled hedges,  
Seat Biscayan on the harbor,  

Hearth ancestral of the Ercillas, 
Founded ere the town was chartered.  

 
The Araucaniad  (Canto XXVII) 
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 Soldier and traveller 
  
Alonso de Ercilla was a multifaceted character, typical of a rich and intense historical 
period,  the Age of Discovery. 
 
Ercilla was actively involved in some of the great events of his times. He travelled widely 
and to far-off lands: throughout the Europe of the Empire and also in the Americas, to the 
southern limits of the land that had been discovered up until then. 
 
  
 

Poet 
  
Alonso de Ercilla wrote “La Araucana” (The Araunaniad in English) as an epic poem that 
narrates the Arauco War between Spaniards and the Mapuche. It was published in three 
volumes between 1569 and 1589.  The importance of the text lies in the fact that it is 
considered to be one of the best written accounts about the conquest of the Americas. 
 
In Chile, this poem is considered to be the national epic poem.  The name of “Ercilla” still 
lives on in Chile in the Ercilla district, in the Araucanía, named after him in his honour. 
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Temporary  
exhibition  hall 

The top floor of the Ercilla Tower, home of the Arrantzaleen Museoa, is used for 

temporary exhibitions. 
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