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who gave me all the books I ever wanted.
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‘There is no oil, there is no tin, no gold, no iron – positively none,’ said the functionary, growing vexed at such unreasonable rapacity.

‘What do you want with it?’

‘I am going as a journalist.’

‘Ah, well. To the journalist every country is rich.’

Evelyn Waugh, Scoop


PROLOGUE

A crisis reveals

I arrived in Madrid in December 2012, in time to celebrate the bleakest Christmas the city had seen in a generation.

Capital and country were reeling from a series of economic shocks that had brought Spain to the brink of ruin. As I started to find my way around the city, I saw reminders of the nation’s desperation everywhere. On days when I took my son to nursery school we would pass a long line of people – not all of them poorly dressed – waiting outside a church-run soup kitchen. Walking to my office in the morning, I would find that more and more shops had gone out of business. Inexplicably, the tiny store that sold and repaired mechanical typewriters held out, defying both technical obsolescence and the economic downturn. Then, one morning, I turned into Calle Hernán Cortés and found that it, too, had closed for good.

Part of my daily work as the correspondent for the Financial Times in Madrid was to survey the disaster zone that was Spain’s economy. Six months before my arrival, a slow-burning banking crisis had suddenly blazed out of control, forcing the government to request billions of euros in rescue aid from its European partners. The roots of that crisis in fact reached back more than four years, when Spain’s decade-long housing boom had dramatically turned to bust. But it was only in 2012 that the full extent of the economic calamity became clear. A big chunk of the nation’s banking system was now in state hands, investors had taken fright and the flow of credit to households and businesses had dried up. Every week brought a new piece of horrendous economic data: the budget deficit was on course to exceed 10 per cent of gross domestic product – more than three times the level allowed under European Union rules. Debt was inching ever closer to 100 per cent of national output, prompting stark warnings from rating agencies and bond traders. Worst of all was the steady drumbeat of dismal news from the labour market. Jobless numbers had more than tripled since the start of the crisis – from 1.8 million in 2007 to just over 6 million when I arrived. The unemployment rate would peak a few weeks later at 27 per cent of the workforce, a number that seemed fantastical to outsiders but painfully real to Spaniards themselves. Youth unemployment, meanwhile, was estimated to be twice as high.

Standing behind those numbers were millions of people, every one of them with a different story of failure, injustice, disappointment, frustration and fear. I would meet and interview countless victims of the crisis over the years that followed – more than I can remember. But I never forgot my first: his name was Roque Marchal, a middle-aged carpenter whose business had been ruined by the downturn, and who was now no longer able to pay off his mortgage. We sat in a bar close to Madrid’s Puerta del Sol, and he told me how scared he was of being evicted from his home. ‘The letter could arrive tomorrow,’ he said.1 Marchal spoke only for himself, but in a few short phrases he managed to capture the mood of bewildered anxiety that had befallen the whole nation. ‘All my life I considered myself middle-class, with my car and my house. I had a pretty good life,’ he said. ‘I never thought this could happen to me.’

Spain’s crisis was not confined to the economy, however. It spread and mutated as the months and years went by, touching an increasing number of institutions, and other parts of Spanish life. What started out as a housing crisis became an economic crisis, then a banking and financial crisis, and – eventually – a political and constitutional crisis that threatened to tear up the country.

A crisis reveals, for good and for bad. There was, I found, much to admire about the way Spain confronted the great economic downturn. Even at the worst moments of the crisis, Spain never felt like it was staring into the abyss of social collapse. Families helped each other. Communities rallied. People continued to treat each other with the decency and empathy that make Spanish society – for all its tensions and problems – so admirably resilient. There was anger, to be sure, but it was directed at people you saw on television, not in the street. Spaniards cursed the corrupt politicians and reckless bankers who had created this mess, and those merciless austerians in Brussels and Berlin who told them how to get out of it. But I never saw a bad word directed at the young West African migrant who sold pirate DVDs outside my house, or the foreign lady begging outside the local supermarket. Neighbours would greet them every morning, like people who belonged to the barrio. Madrid, and the country at large, came through the crisis with reserves of solidarity and grace that were at times hard to fathom, and harder still to forget.

The refusal to turn against migrants and minorities, the unspoken commitment not to look for scapegoats among the weakest in society, was remarkable in the context of political developments elsewhere in Europe. No less surprising was the absence of a populist far-right party in Spain at a time when such groups were surging into parliaments and governments across much of Europe. At the height of the crisis, Spain looked like a ripe target for the far right: it was home to millions of unemployed and millions of recent migrants, while faceless European officials were taking critical and painful decisions about the country’s economic future. Yet Spain remained, until very recently, deaf to the siren calls of anti-immigration and anti-European political parties. Over the course of the past two decades, millions of migrants from Latin America, Asia, North Africa and Eastern Europe found a new home in Spain. Most were made to feel not just safe but welcome. Whether this will remain the case in the years ahead is hard to say. Towards the end of 2018, there were unmistakable signs that the far right was finally starting to gain a foothold in Spanish politics, in the form of a new nationalist party called Vox. Fuelled by popular anger over Catalan separatism and the recent rise in migrant arrivals, Vox managed to win more than 10 per cent of the vote in Spain’s general election on 28 April 2019, shattering the notion that the country was somehow immune to the far-right surge taking place across Europe. The rise of Vox caused plenty of soul-searching in Spain. But it also seemed clear that the party enjoyed far less support than its extreme right peers in other European countries. Nor was there much evidence to suggest that the vast majority of Spaniards were abandoning their traditional backing for the European Union, or their broadly supportive attitude towards migrants.

Spain also managed to make – after much initial confusion and hesitation – bold reforms and brave changes to deal with the economic crisis itself. Recession gave way to recovery, and that recovery has been stronger and more durable than anyone predicted at the nadir of the crisis. The pain and dislocation wrought by the great downturn were terrible, and the effects will linger for years to come. But in economic terms, at least, Spain is no longer viewed as a basket case, but as proof that reforms can work – and that countries can learn from the policy mistakes of the past.

Spain’s crisis, however, also unveiled fragilities and fissures that could not be fixed by economic recovery alone. All the country’s institutions were put to the test in the years after the 2008 crash, along with some long-held assumptions that Spaniards made about themselves. Few survived without damage. Spain’s political system, for example, had been dominated for decades by the Socialists (PSOE) and the Popular party (PP), alternating flag-carriers of the establishment. Today, after three elections in four years, Spain’s parliament is fragmented and divided as never before. Recent governments have lacked the strength to win all but the most basic votes in the legislature. A seemingly unending string of corruption scandals eroded support not just for individual politicians and parties, but for the system as a whole. The banking sector was dismembered, too: of the fifty-five lenders that were vying for business in 2009, only ten were still around in 2017.2 Support for the royal house was shattered, forcing the abdication of King Juan Carlos in 2014. The judiciary, the police, the media – they all bled trust and confidence in the years of the great recession. But even these losses seem trivial (and recoverable) when set against the greatest challenge facing Spain today: Catalonia.

The Spanish region on the border with France would come to occupy more and more of my time and attention. After decades of relative harmony, relations between Catalonia and the central government took a marked turn for the worse during the years of the recession, giving rise to a powerful independence movement and – eventually – a full-blown constitutional crisis. The true extent of the political disaster brewing in Catalonia became clear to many only on 1 October 2017, the day the Catalan regional government tried to hold an independence referendum in defiance of the Spanish constitution and clear rulings from the courts and authorities in Madrid. Thousands of Spanish police officers were sent to the region to stop the voting, but they were hopelessly outnumbered. The images that went round the world that day were calamitous for Spain: they showed helmeted riot police storming into voting stations, Spanish batons crashing down on heads and bodies, and Catalan protesters kicked and dragged across the ground by Spanish officers. Everyone watching the events unfold that day could see that something had gone terribly wrong – for Spain and for Catalonia alike.

The violence-scarred referendum on 1 October would prove hugely significant. It set in train a series of events that led rapidly, inexorably, to a declaration of independence by the Catalan parliament twenty-six days later, and a no-holds-barred constitutional clash between the separatists and the Spanish government. It led to the arrest of Catalan independence leaders, and the flight of the Catalan president to Belgium. It also sparked an uncommon outburst of nationalist sentiment in the rest of the country, as Spaniards flew their country’s red-yellow-red banner from windows and balconies in untold numbers, offering a silent riposte to the countless independence flags fluttering across Catalonia. Barcelona and Madrid, those two great cosmopolitan cities, were suddenly awash in the primary colours of patriotism. The vote also led, eventually, to the suspension of Catalan autonomy and a new balance of power in the tension-filled region. Indeed, within less than eight months both Catalonia and Spain were under new political leadership, but the tensions never disappeared. The political, social and economic effects of the Catalan clash kept on coming, a remorseless cascade of blow and counterblow.

The origins of the secession campaign are complex, and reach back in time beyond the start of the crisis. But the separatist surge cannot be understood without the economic frustration caused by the downturn, and the broader longing for a new beginning – a decisive break with a country that many Catalans felt had nothing left to offer. It was part of a slow erosion, a gradual unravelling, of the structures, habits and traditions that held Spain together in the years after the death of the dictator Francisco Franco. The Catalan crisis was the most alarming expression of that unravelling because it threatened to tear apart the very shape of the country, but also because it tapped into anxieties buried deep in Spain’s collective conscience. In his 1844 Handbook for Travellers in Spain, Richard Ford described Spain as a ‘bundle of local units tied together by a rope of sand’.3 It was an observation that would be repeated and paraphrased down the ages, but the idea was always the same: that Spain was a country uniquely fragile and lacking in unity, a collection of regions, cultures and nations that could be held together only by force or by virtue of a common national project. That common national project undoubtedly existed after the end of the Franco dictatorship in the late 1970s, when Spaniards everywhere wanted democracy, freedom and – eventually – membership of the European Community. Where was that common vision and desire now? To some, the surge of Catalan separatism in the years after 2008 suggested that Spain was succumbing to that old illness of fragility and fragmentation once again. For the first time in generations, a break-up of the country seemed thinkable.

As grave as the situation in Catalonia was, however, there was always another side to the Spanish story. Amid the political drama playing out on the streets of Barcelona, it was easy to forget that one of the deadliest separatist campaigns in modern European history was drawing to an end in another strife-torn corner of the peninsula. The Basque Eta group declared an end to its gruesome decades-long killing spree in 2011, sparking jubilation in the tormented region and across the rest of Spain. In the years that followed, the story largely disappeared from the international media: we chronicle death and murder even when they are routine, but not the absence of death and murder, no matter how remarkable. Yet here was a tale of hope that should have inspired not just Spain but the world. It showed that a society riven by hatred and fear can forge a new path after all, and that political extremists can silence a peaceful majority only for so long.

The Spanish crisis was, finally, also a crisis of confidence in Spain itself. The country had worked so hard to close the gap – political, economic and social – with the rest of Western Europe. In the years since the death of the dictator Franco in 1975, it became a model democracy, stable and deeply committed to European integration. Once a bastion of social conservatism, it became one of the most progressive nations in the West, abolishing the death penalty ahead of France, and becoming one of the first countries in the world to legalise gay marriage. Spain also became rich, almost as rich as the average European country (and richer than the Italian cousins across the sea, a small but especially pleasing statistical achievement).4 The crisis forced that long process of convergence into reverse. Spain was poor again. Spain needed help again. And young Spaniards were leaving the country to find work abroad, just as their grandfathers had done in those humiliating decades of isolation and stagnation before the dictator’s death.5 A whole country woke up as if from a dream: We thought we were rich, but we weren’t. We thought we were like the others, but we aren’t. We trusted our leaders, but they failed us. We trusted our banks, but they betrayed us. As the novelist Antonio Muñoz Molina wrote in his memoir of the crisis (echoing Karl Marx), ‘everything that was solid dissolved into air’.6 In a desperate attempt to offer a different narrative, the government installed a high commissioner for the Marca España, or ‘Brand Spain’, who was charged with travelling the world and explaining why things were really not all that bad.7 The idea was to shift perceptions abroad, but if anyone needed reassurance it was Spaniards themselves. As far as I could tell, the initiative made little difference.

The fear of falling behind is an especially potent one in Spain. It echoes historical traumas from which the nation has never quite managed to escape. This is a country that has to look back 500 years to its siglo de oro, or Golden Age. The centuries since have been marked by decline and defeat – the loss of Spain’s South American empire, the terrible violence of the Napoleonic wars, the humiliating defeat in the 1898 Spanish-American war, and endless cycles of weak government, putsch and repression. Between 1812 and 1931 alone, the country passed no fewer than eight different constitutions.8 Then, in 1936, a group of generals around Francisco Franco launched a military coup against Spain’s Republican government, plunging the country into a bloody, bitter Civil War that lasted three years – and whose poison continues to seep into Spanish politics and society today. It ended in victory for Franco, who ruled Spain with an iron fist for another thirty-six years. At the time of his death, Spain formed part of Europe in geographical terms only. It was backward, poor, repressive, entirely cut off from the politics and culture of countries to the north. It was Franco’s tourism minister, Manuel Fraga,9 who promoted the slogan ‘Spain is different’. It certainly was, but not in a good way.

Among Spanish intellectuals and writers, the lament over Spain’s exceptional – and exceptionally tragic – history is almost a genre unto itself. As the Spanish poet Jaime Gil de Biedma wrote in 1962:

Of all the histories of History
without a doubt the saddest is that of Spain
because it ends badly. As if Man,
finally tired of struggling against his demons,
decided to entrust to them the government
and administration of his poverty.10

José Ortega y Gasset, the Spanish philosopher and essayist, put it more succinctly still, capturing both the idea of Spanish backwardness and the nation’s desire to form part of European normality in the famous phrase: ‘Spain was the problem and Europe the solution.’11 The line dates from 1910 but to some Spaniards it never lost its relevance. At the height of the crisis, it rang especially true. Spain needed European money to sort out its banking system, European advice to get its economy back on track and European backing for the difficult structural reforms pushed through in 2012 and beyond. But whether in the days of Ortega or in the days of the crisis, Spain’s search for European redemption was always about more than everyday politics and economics. Here was a country that, for all its progress and achievements, never seemed quite sure of its place in the world, a country forever in doubt, always measuring itself against the outside world and more often than not finding itself wanting. I know no nation that criticises itself so frequently and so mercilessly. In my time as a correspondent in Spain, I was told over and over again that this – this crisis, this scandal, this election result, this whatever – would never happen in other European countries. Only in Spain could politicians be so corrupt and bankers so venal. Only in Spain would judges and prosecutors let them off the hook.

In part, I found this lack of national swagger refreshing. A country that is willing to criticise itself is a country willing to improve and to learn from others. Spanish newspapers would print long articles examining the political culture in Denmark, the vocational training system in Germany, Britain’s universities and Finland’s schools. Its politicians would promise reforms aimed at turning bits of Spain into Scandinavia, or South Korea or even China. Other nations could learn from Spain how to eat and how to play football. In most other regards, however, it was Spain that needed to change, to adapt, to reinvent itself. But could it? Should it?

I was not sure at the time, and I am unsure today. Spain’s weaknesses were evident, and never more so than at the height of the crisis. But I also felt that too little was made – especially by Spaniards themselves – of the country’s remarkable strengths and advantages. I admired the openness and tolerance of Spain, the everyday friendliness, the way people looked out for each other, the curiosity and creativity that were on display wherever one looked, from the kitchens of Catalonia and the Basque country to the winemakers of Rioja and the start-up labs in Madrid, among architects, writers and film-makers but also in the media and – ultimately – even in the world of politics. The crisis was, for many, a chance to try out new things and explore new ways of leaving their mark on the world. I also thought there was much to admire about the surge in grassroots political activity in Spain after 2008, most notably in the case of the massive anti-austerity protests that shook the country in 2011. Whatever one made of the goals and policies that animated these and countless other demonstrations, it was clear that millions of Spaniards were determined to make their voice heard. Even at the height of the crisis, they did not retreat into the shell of private misery. If they had to suffer, they refused to do so meekly.

This book is a portrait of Spain during and after the crisis, but the observations and conversations it contains are, I hope, more than momentary snapshots. I have not consciously set out to develop a thesis. But writing and reading the chapters that follow, it was hard not to notice certain recurrent themes and motifs. One was Spain’s long struggle towards normality – the normality of a European country at ease with itself and its history. It comes up when we look at the legacy of Franco, and what to do with his brooding mausoleum in the mountains above Madrid. It surfaces again in the blood-stained lands of the Basque country, where a society traumatised by terror is struggling to turn the page. Another theme that crops up throughout the book is the sense of an ending, the feeling that a distinct phase in Spanish history is coming to a close. The seemingly stable framework that emerged after the country’s celebrated transición from dictatorship to democracy in the late 1970s seems broken. A new framework, however, has yet to emerge – leaving Spain today with a strange blend of old and new, of things that have not quite disappeared and things that are not yet fully formed. The political system is a case in point, with two establishment parties struggling to defend their turf against a trio of political newcomers, and neither side emerging triumphant. The relationship between Spain and the regions – and Catalonia in particular – is another. Here, too, things cannot stay as they are, unless Spain wants to risk a cataclysmic descent into open conflict.

These are some of the issues and stories that dominate the chapters that follow. Some will be told from the vantage point of Madrid, Spain’s sprawling yet laid-back capital, home to the government and parliament, the courts and banks, Europe’s perennial football champions and one of the most exquisite art collections anywhere in the world. But no picture of contemporary Spain can ever be complete without leaving the capital and exploring the country’s endlessly diverse and fascinating regions. More than any other state in Western Europe, Spain is a mosaic of different regional and even national identities. Catalonia and the Basque country – where locals have preserved their own language and tend to see themselves as distinct nations – are the most obvious examples. But even in other parts of Spain, such as Andalusia and Galicia, the sense of distinctiveness and distance from the country’s Castilian core is palpable. Here, unlike in Catalonia or the Basque country, the vast majority of people do feel Spanish. The two identities simply exist in parallel, often in harmony but occasionally in conflict.

We will head east to Valencia, to tell the story of how Spain slid into crisis and what it did to get out of it. We will head south, to the sun-burnt fields and cities of Andalusia, and north to the industrial heartlands of Catalonia and the Basque country. We will take detours through Spain’s vast, empty inland empire – to regions that count among the least populated in all of Europe, but that are filled with stories all the same.

There are, of course, no easy conclusions, and no obvious answers to the questions facing Spain after the crisis. But I spent more than four years looking for them nonetheless, in interviews and conversations with politicians, business leaders, academics and many of the brightest minds in the country. More often than not, however, I learnt more about Spain in places that were far from the national capital and other big cities. Over the course of my reporting, I interviewed hundreds of people – some for hours in their homes and offices, others briefly, in the street or in bars and cafés. I met a surgeon in the Catalan hill country, who insisted that Spain would always be a foreign country to him; a nurse in Seville, still waiting for a job after many years; a Peruvian barman in Madrid, wondering why all his compatriots are heading home; a fisherman in Galicia, writing poems about the sea; a mayor in the Basque country, delighted that the killers have gone, and that he is still standing. To them, and to all the others, I owe an immense debt of gratitude.
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