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ALTZO AZPI

Altzo Azpi is one of the two principal neighbourhoods that make up the village of Altzo. It is
located in the Oria valley on one side of the Qilagon hill. It developed under the protection of
the church of San Salvador of Olazabal, and the earliest known written record of its existence
dates back to the 11th century, to 1025. The document is of particular historical importance: it
not only mentions Olazabal, but also some farms and place names in Altzo that have survived
to this day; what is more, it is the first record of the designation of the province of Gipuzkoa,
Ipuscua; this fact is confirmed in another document of 1056 referring to the above-mentioned
church as San Salvador de Ipuzcoa.

Altzo Azpi has made a significant contribution throughout the millennium. The disused mill
below bears witness to the disappearance of the tile works, mills and kaolin mine. The
farmhouses, however, remain virtually unchanged; they support the backbone of the village
built between the 11th and 15th centuries.

Some illustrious figures of Altzo Azpi: Lady Gaila lputzakoa (11th century); Migel Joakin
Eleizegi-Ateaga aka “Altzoko Haundia” (The Giant of Altzo)(1818-1861); Dionisio Olano-
Galarraga(1894-1964) and Anizeto Olano-Galarraga aka “Miel Altzo” (1896-1966), both of

whom were prolific grammarians and writers in the Basque language.

KAOLIN EDER

THE MINE AND THE MINERS

Kaolin Eder (1930-1963) was a major kaolin mine. Over one hundred workers did hard,
dangerous work there. It brought employment and wealth, but also sorrow: three workers
died in 1935 and two farmhouses were swallowed up in 1969.

“There, including the hourly workers, over 100 of us worked there. Nothing was mechanized,
everything had to be done by hand using baskets and rakes... Some galleries were ten metres
high.”

“..the fully laden carts came down at great speed, then they had to be raised again and



everything was done by hand".

(testimony of former worker Joxe Mari Zubeldia)

TESTIMONY OF THOSE WHO LOST THEIR FARMHOUSES

In December 1969 the now disused Kaolin Eder mine swallowed up two farmhouses: Ipintza
Txiki (Artzaienea) and Ipintza Erdikoa (Baldane).

The first hole appeared close to the Ipintza Erdikoa farmhouse. “That happened quite a bit
earlier and then they started to build the new farmhouse lower down. That would have been
four or five years earlier.” (Josetxo Amundarain of the Ipintza Txiki farmhouse).

On 1 December a huge hole auguring a disaster opened up right next to the Ipintza Txiki
farmhouse. Luckily, there was enough time to evacuate the farmhouses and remove their
contents.

“We went to Ipintza; we moved the cows and all the other animals to Ipintza... Then we
managed to sell the cows and everything else and we moved to Ertotxe farm in Altzo Azpi.”
(Josetxo Amundarain of the Ipintza Txiki farmhouse).

“We took the cows down. We left the oxen in the barn. The next day, we borrowed the lorry
belonging to Joxe of the Benantxionea house, loaded it to the top with hay and implements
and drove it down. (Joxe Lizarribar of the Ipintza Erdikoa farmhouse).

The mine owners did not assume any responsibility for the disaster, nor did they contact those
affected: “But we did, we approached them... They said nice words and that they were
planning to take over all the land and provide employment for the whole of Altzo... And to this

day we’ve been waiting!” (Josetxo Amundarain of the Ipintza Txiki farmhouse).

THE NEW PROIJECT

Thanks to an initiative undertaken by Altzo Town Council during the 2010s, the first steps were
taken to provide some kind of solution for the unstable area measuring about 15 hectares. A
start was made in collaboration with the Basque Government to survey the area.

Since then, and as part of the above-mentioned collaboration, Altzo Town Council has acquired
various plots of the most damaged land, an area that is highly dangerous as a result of
subsidence. Plots of land measuring five hectares, in fact. On these plots, various pieces of

work have been started to restore the area; they include the diverting of the waters flowing



into the Irisoro stream from the Altzo Muino hillsides, the work to fill in the plot of land close
to Artzaienea, the recovery of the 2-hectare plot located in Altzo Azpi (the water was properly
diverted and subsequent controlled filling work was carried out), signage and the closing-off of
areas, the establishing of appropriate woodland and fields on the damaged surface.

Almost all the area recovered will be used as pasture in the future, and its use and

maintenance will remain in the hands of the Altzo farmers.



