
LAND WITHOUT BREAD 

Before you se the film whioh has been announced for thi 

m ting, I should like to tell you very brier~ something about 

this distriot of Spain whioh you are going to visit - especlally 

about some aspeots of it hloh do not appear in the film. 

hen I made this film my intention was to give the bare 

faots, not to interpret them or to invent new ones . I was drawn 

to this plaoe eo use of its drama and awe-inspiring poetry . Tne 

littl I had read of it had made & deep impression on me . I 

kn w that there, for oenturies , human beings had been struggling 

against a hostile land, where nature gave them no hope ot ever 

overoo ins her. Tr8vel~ers and geographers alike pronounced 

thi pl oe as uninhabitable . 

And yet the oli~te is genule. the water plentiful , and 

v getation there is all around. But olimate, water , vegetation, 

the earth itselt se m to be trying to stlfle human life instead 

of enoouraging it. There are bees, and they make honey, but the 

honey is bitter. The water is pure , but its very purity i8 

harmful, tor it is oompletely laok1ng in those mineral salts 

essential to health . In faot, this water is a breeding-ground 

tor the terrible Anopheles mosquito; and all the inhabitants ot 

this di triot sutter trom malaria. 

You w1ll want to know the name ot this region - it is oalled 

LAS HORDES, and it is in the est ot Spain, very close to the 

portuguese frontier. 

until v ry recently this district was oompletely out otf 

from the rest ot the world - separated by the huge labyrinth of 
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hille whioh none but climbers could penetrate. There was no means 

ot gettin into touoh ith thee mounta1n fastnesses. and even 

ith1n the r gion 1ts lt oommunicat1on was almost impossible b -

ten the difter n villag s. And th1s is not surprising , men 

k road only wh n they nt to get somewhere. and Lae Hurdes 

does not 1 ad anywhere . It is a lost land, tar from all human 

uccour. ot only is it unfr1endly to man; it is oppo ad to all 

human traffio. 

SO cut of or 

the inhabitants onc 

t cse villages from one another that one of 

told me that 1t was 20 years since he had 

e n hi daughter, who was married to a man from the next village. 

Thi villa e six miles a ay . But to get there meant a tramp 

of eev ral hours through thick undergrowth and over sharp craggy 

tha, and this man simply oould not epare the time. He needed 

all his strength, every moment of his time, for the hard daily 

toil on this ungrateful land, trom which it was diffioult to 

Bcr toh his bread. 

The majority ot Spaniards knew nothing about La HUrd s until 

1922, when eom publioity was given to it by the visit ot the 

form r King ltonso XLLL. It was said then that the existenoe 

of uoh a plaoe was a disgraoe to Spain. personally I do not 

agre . T;8 problem at these people is sO deep, sO intangible, 

that otion by a gov rnment oould not get at the root of· it. Ou~ 

gr at unamuno has said, perhaps paradoxioally, that taa Hurdes i8 

the glory rather than the disgrao ot Spain . Is it not worthy of 

our admiration as well BS our pity, that a handful at men are 

str1ving. and hav striven. to eke out a livelihood toiling hour 

atter hour, oentury atter oentury, without ever giving up in their 
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hopeles t sk? And even supposing that the existence of such 

lace er a dlsgrac to spain, what of it? Let that country 

whioh has nothing to be awhamed of cast the first atone. 

The first historical dooument proving the existence of Laa 

Hurd is a oom dy by th prince ot Spanish gen1uses, Lope de 

Vega. He did not ever go there, but he had heard of it as 

primitiye, pastoral region. It is interesting that the disoovery 

of thi plaoe by the Spaniards should coincide with the disoovery 

ot - t ev rla sting par&dox of the Spanish mind: it 

di co re at the ame time the Lost Land of tas Hurd s and the 

Promi d Land ot Amer1oa. 

It ia believed that 1t w at the beginning of th XVlth 

o ntury that thl r gion was first inhabitad. Jews . fleeing 

f ~m per ecution under Ferdinand and Isabella sought refuge in 

th1 de rt d country. A time went on there were added to its 

numbers outlaw fleeing from ju tioe. And in the ensuing years 

~ w people ever ventured into this savage place . where it was un­

believabl that human lite should exist at all. 

There is no t1me in this brief introduction to tell r ou ot 

th var10u additions to the inpabitants , which helped to put 

. new blood into the1r veins, and which prevented their total 

degeneration. You will see something or this in the film itself . 

Both Spaniards and Frenchmen have studied the problem. But 

must ment1on ·the most valuable ot all the documents , which is 

also the most aoourate one - it 1s the book written 1n 1929 by the 

~rench professor Buriee Legendre . For 20 years he went to this 

plaoe every year to study it , and his book is remarkable ro~ 1ts 

objeotltloat10n and aoouracy. 
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Professor Legendre says th t LSe Hurdes Is unllke any other 

plaoe in the world-tor two reasons: its wretchednes and its 

tragedy. 

know t h t t here are many groups of people in the world 

ho live under wretched and preoarious oonditions - in the Atlas 

ount ins, in Chine e villages, in Hindoo settlements . But usually , 

it the oonditions become impossible - that is , permanently impos­

sible - th po ul tion emigrates en masae to subsist in less des-

erat surroundings. ot so in La Hurdes. If by ohance one ot 

the should 1 ave, he returns almost at once . It is .a living 

de th to be there, y t it Is a llving death too un·til they oan 

get baok a in. I hav m t SQme who can talk French. They had 

orked in Franoe as 1 bourere, but as soon as they got together 

enough money, thay hastened home again. I have even met one who 

had been to America . 

Ueually , people who are permanently in want emigrate all to­

gether or slo ly ditlperse , leavlng the v1llage empt,ynand deserted . 

It 1 th opposite in Lae Hurde . The populat10n does not disperse, 

1n taot it has greatly increased, and at present the distriot is 

over-peopled. Ho tar is it possible to explain so unexpected a 

phenomenon? 

And so, it Is not wretohedness whioh makes Las HUr des unique 

in human society, but the t ot that this wretchedness is permanent . 

It I s not the tragedy, but the taot that there , tragedy has no end . 
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There r a number 01' strange ideas about Laa Hurdes. The 

most per 1st nt i the beliet that the people ere savages. Noth­

Ing oould be turther from the truth. If these people are unlike 

anyone, they ar unlike savage tribes. Among s vages, life 18 

not nearly so hard. an has only to reach out his hand to gather 

the fruits of nature. There is no spiritual oonflict between the 

sav ge nd hl oircumstances. A primitive oivilization has a 

primitive oultur . But in Las Hurdes a primitive oivilization 

goes ith od ern culture. These eople. have the same moral and 

r ligious prinoiples as e have. They speak our language. They 

have th sem needs as e have. But in their oaae the means for 

at1 t"yi those needs ar hardly any better than those of the 

o ve man. 

I do not know whether there is any human sooiety which h~s 

l' er utensils that these people. Though they live in an age of 

uoh lri htfully oomplioated mechanisation, their tools are 
and 

aoantYAPximltive. In the upper region there are no ploughs . no 

beasts of burden: ".;here are no fil'earms , ne steel weapons at all. 

There are hardly any domestio animals - for example, there are 

no dogs or eats. you 111 see in the f'11m what sort of animals 

do exist there. There is nothing on wheels . There are no jars , 

no bottles p no forks. I oould go on ith the list indefinItely_ 

SO you oan imagine my surprise when one day I discovered that 

in one or the .villages - it is true it was the most advanoed 01' 

them all - there was a sewing maohine - an oU'- or- date model , very 

I, 
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ru ty - but a real Singer. 

The te utensils whioh are seen have been brought in from 

Castile or Extremadura by some who nt oft begging in those 

regions. In the district .ot Las BUrdes nothing 1s made. There 

is no killed labour. I onoe met a man who said he was a baker. 

ut h h 4 had to give up long ago beoause he had no dough to 

k into bread. This is the seor t ot their great poverty -

the s011 produoes only br1ars and bramble - henoe they have no 

mea~s ot proour1ng raw materials , and in oonsequenoe there 1s no 

oraftsmansh1p. 

What do they wear? MUoh the same things as we do. The men 

ar jaoket and trou er • the women bodice and sk1rt. BUt so 

p tohed nd d rn d that you can hardly see the or1ginal cloth. I 

ono oounted 72 dirt rent plaoes where one garment had been mended. 

Another point hard to believe is that here there is no tolk­

l ore. The whole time we were there we never heard one sona. The 

men ar s1len~ a't their work, and have no songs to make their task 

a little lighter. BUt even their silence is ditferent. It 1s 

not the silence ot death but the silence ot lite. This 1s not sO 

poetic, perhap • but it is much more awe-insp1ring. 

Nor did we see drawings on rock Or wall. Yet. just where this 

di triot begine, in Las Batueoas, there is one ot the finest 

example of oave-dr wing in existenoe. In other wordS" thousands 

ot years ago, . this place was the heart ot human culture, and now 

the men who 11v there know nothing of artistio expression. 

The oharaoter of these people is very gentle. when they talk, 

they lament their misfortunes, their slavery to this cruel land. 

rhe1r oustoms are simple. Their grim daily toil makes any relation-



Le, 7.1 e 



-7-

ship impossible unless it serves some usetul purpose. There is 

no gaiety, no joyful reoreation. Beoause ot the smallness ot 

th ir dw llings a whole tamily ls obllged to llve In a single 

roo. There is no doubt that this leads to Incest, ot whloh 

Oa e do exl t. Th1s Is perhaps the only moral detect ot 

whioh th y can be aooused; and we might say w1th st. Thomas: " 

TO be virtuous it 1 neoessary to have a m1nimum ot mater1al 

well-be1ng". And In Las SUrde eveh thi min1mum ls lacking. 

DJ sugge t10ns have been made tor the solving ot this 

orying soc1al problem. e oannot go 1nto these now. All that 

w can any Is that lthough some have been tr1ed, none has 

proved etteot1ve. Perhaps the only olution 1s the one wh10h 

n old woman suggested one day when w met her on an 1ndescr1b­

able path. hen she saw us she put down her bundle ot wood and 

oame to us. "You are eng1neers," she said "and you are ooming 

to improve our poor lot. Well, I t 11 you there 1s no cure. If 

you went to ' re cue us trom this hell. take us out ot here by 

toro • oannot leave here now ot our own tree will." 

And she is right. To solve their problem we should have to 

drag the aw y by torce, send them out into other parts of spain, 

and destroy oompletely their wretohed homes, 

Professor Legendre, supports the op1n1on of the old woman when 

he says "Las Hurdee 1s what 1t 1s because ot 1ts 1solat10n. It may 

be that by drawing the people baok 1nto the world by mak1ng roads 

tor them, 1t w1l1 gradually oease to be." yet a road has been 

made, and these people have not flooked out along it. They are 
the 

still there to oontound the phIlosophers and~ soclo1og18tS. 

It Las Hurdes is unique in human sooiet,. because or its 
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xtent and the number of its inhabitants, there are nevertheless 

oth r part ot Europe where similar conditions ot lite exist • in 

~r8no • in Italy, in Czechoslovakia. But these are isolated oase 

hich up to th present have not roused the interest or men ot 

soience. Besid s, they are gradually disappearing. In the Frenoh 

Alps, tor example, in savoy, about 20 years ago there were two 

villag ot thi typ. Today there is only one or them left, and 

it will probably disappear very soon. And this one, l1ke Lee 

Burdes, is out ott trom human oontact, and for six months in the 

y ar it is entirely inaooesslble owlng to the heavy snows. The 

inhabit nts make bread only onoe a year, and this, with a tew 

vegatables and some starohy toods, Is their pr1ncipal diet. 

Almost all the Inhabitants ot the French village are dwarts 

or er tin and it by ohance one ot them should develop normally 

in body and mind, he soon leaves the village. In this respect it 

i already difterent from Las HUrdea. 

A we have seen, one ot the things whioh is unknown in Ills 

Hurd is idleness. In the village ot Frenoh Savoy , however . 

th re i s terrible period during the winter when the whole pop-

ulation ia idle tor six months, unable to leave their wretohed 

hovels. Under suoh oiroumstanoe , relationships within the same 

tamily are oommon. 

In czeohos10vakia and Italy, it appears, there are also 

examples ot similar oonditions. But my information about them 

is very soanty bee use there is hardly anrth1ng soientific written 

on the subject. I hav never seen these plaoes, I had hoped to 

aooompany the psyohiatrist Dr. Laoen, ot the hospital of st. Anne 

in par1s, on an expedition to these soenes ot retarded civil1zation 

.. 
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till exist1ng ln Europe, but my protessional duties and the 

poli ioa1 situation completely ruined our plans. BQt I still 

hope it may be possible to go some day. 

I hould like to end this tntroduotion by reoalling those 

triend who worked so unseltishly to produce this tilm with me. 

Our work was the fruit ot love tor this unhappy oountry. I had 

be n able to tind publio and private support tor my other tilms, 

but tor this one I oould not tind anything like enough. In 

Europe, there are hardly any ot those oultural groups or patrons 

ot art whloh in Amerioa are willing to finanoe educational films. 

It we a humble spanish worker, ·llamon Acin . who made it possible 

tor me to make this tilm. he gave me all his savings - a thousand 

dollars, whioh was all the tilm oast. 

BY one ot those strange trioks hioh the censorship plays, a 

tew inoidents were suppressed by the French authorities, partic 6 

ularly in the first reel; so you are going to see it in a 

slightly reduced torm. In this first reel there a~e two details 

I wish to correct. They were actually oorrected in a second 

version, whioh was shown in 'several ropean oountries, but by 

mistake they sent me a copy of the earlier one. These mistakes 

are, first, in one of the oapt1ons it says that the f1lm~ was 

made under the First spanish Republic - 1t sh~Uld be, ot course, 

under the Seoond spanish llepublio. Apart trom a few sound errOrs 

there is only one more oorreot1on to make - in Europe the film was 

not known by the title given here. Unpromlsed land - it was called 

"Land Without Bread". 

" 
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