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Basque Factional Wars (Lucha de Bandos/Bando Gerrak) were one of the most defining 

phenomena of the Basque Country during the Late Middle Ages and arguably the most 

representative of that period. But what exactly did it consist of? Given to the broader social and 

economic crisis affecting late medieval Europe, Basque lesser nobility families (hidalgos) 

sought new ways to sustain their diminishing sources of income. In this context, violence 

emerged as a legitimate means of action. In fact, the legal framework of the time recognized 

the nobles’ right to engage in private warfare: essentially, to declare their own feuds. 

Up to this point, the situation did not differ greatly from what could be observed elsewhere in 

Europe. However, in the Basque Country, private wars took on a chronic dimension, becoming 

a true endemic problem, particularly in the 15th century. The key to understanding this 

exceptional intensity lies in its social and territorial configuration. It was a coastal corridor 

bounded by the Cantabrian Sea to the north, the cities of Vitoria-Gasteiz and Pamplona/Iruña 

to the south, the Karrantza Valley to the west, and Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port/Donibane Garazi 

to the east, as shown in the accompanying map. 

Within this area, covering roughly 5,000 square kilometers, more than 200 noble families 

fought over a range of interests: control of woodlands and ironworks, political dominance in 

towns, or, at times, simply personal rivalries. These disputes were also driven by a desire for 

social prestige. As a Biscayan chronicler of the time (himself involved in some of these 

conflicts) put it, the goal was to ‘be worth more’ (‘Valer más’): that is, to demonstrate superiority 

over rivals in wealth, influence, or power of any kind. 

The confrontations between families played out across different levels, which coexisted and 

often overlapped, contributing to a gradual escalation of violence. At the most basic level, 

conflicts occurred locally, between two or more families locked in long-standing rivalries within 

a particular valley or town. However, the pursuit of alliances could expand the scale of the 

conflict, involving multiple families fighting for regional supremacy. In some cases, these 

alliances grew further, reaching a provincial dimension. Eventually, noble families became 

polarized into two major opposing factions, leading to a widespread division of the territory. 

These factions were known as the Oñacinos and Gamboínos in Gipuzkoa; in Biscay, they were 

embodied by the Avendaño and Butrón-Múgica lineages; in Labourd, by Urtubia and 

Amezketa; and in Navarre, by the Agramont and Beaumont parties. Although these factions 

were relatively stable constructs, they did not imply fixed or permanent loyalties. Alliances 



between families were fluid, shifting according to changing interests. A family aligned with the 

Gamboínos today could side with the Oñacinos tomorrow. This dynamic culminated in a 

particularly violent period between 1440 and 1448, when lineages from different Basque 

provinces began to intervene in each other’s disputes, significantly expanding the scope of 

violence and the number of armed engagements and casualties. 

In the last decade, the research project ValerMás and the group Sociedades, Procesos, 

Culturas (siglos VIII a XVIII), both based at the University of the Basque Country (EHU), have 

undertaken a quantitative study of the main contemporary narrative sources available: the Brief 

Annals of Biscay, and The Book of Good Fortunes and Adventures by Lope García de Salazar. 

This analysis has enabled a more precise assessment of the scale of these private wars. 

Between 1390 and 1473, a total of 443 violent incidents have been documented, including 

assassinations, ambushes, attacks on tower houses, sieges, and even pitched battles. Based 

on these records, it is estimated that between 1,933 and 2,091 people were killed as a direct 

result of these conflicts. 


