
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Introduction 

    Traditionally, a tapa was no more than a nibble 

given free with each drink, the choice being at the 

discretion of the barman or waiter – this still 

happens in some Spanish cities such as Madrid and 

Granada, but is now not widespread. It is equally 

common to see individuals sitting on a stool at a bar, 

where there is a splendid array of prepared tapas and 

groups of friends or co-workers sharing a spread at a 

table, straight from the kitchen. 

   There are a number of theories as to the origin of 

tapas – one is that King Alfonso the Wise, after 

recovering from an illness eating morsels of food 

with a sip of wine, decreed that all taverns must serve 

a bite to eat with each glass, helping to stop the drink 

going to customers’ heads. Another says that Alfonso 

XIII had stopped for a drink outside a tavern in 

Cádiz; a wind blew up and the canny waiter placed a 

slice of ham over the glass to stop the sand getting in. 

The King enjoyed the ham and asked for another 

tapa (meaning “lid” or “cover”) with his next drink, 

notwithstanding the pleasure of sandy ham being 

somewhat questionable. The favourite is simply that 

Andalusian innkeepers placed a slice of bread over 

the glass to keep the flies out, interesting toppings 

gradually being added! 



   From this humble beginning, the tapa developed 

into the myriad of delicious choices available today. 

Tapas have become such an intrinsic part of Spanish 

culture that the language has adopted the verb 

“tapear” –  to eat tapas, usually over a period of time 

or during a bar crawl. 

   Though tapas are thought to have their origins in 

Andalusia, in southern Spain, they are available 

throughout the mainland and the Balearics, more 

often being referred to as pinchos or pinchitos in 

northern Spain. There are plenty of regional 

variations, often being based upon local or seasonal 

produce and each bar will have its speciality. 

   Tapas are wonderfully versatile and equally at 

home as a lunch or supper snack for one or two and 

as a great way to entertain a party of friends. If you 

enjoy a little improvisation and originality in your 

cooking, rather than rigidly following a recipe, then 

tapas are for you. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

The Tapas Storecupboard 

 

Olives 

Assuming you like them (and if you think you don’t, 

then do persevere), it’s always handy to have at least 

some manzanillas and ideally a nice selection of 

Spanish olives. Many people prefer them stoned, but 

whole ones really do taste better and it’s part of the 

experience. Ideally you would have both in your 

cupboard, as you’ll need stoned ones for cooking and 

garnishing. You can add a sherry vinegar or olive oil 

marinade if you like and a few caperberries will 

enhance your dish. 

Olive Oil 

Ordinary olive oil is fine for most frying, but for some 

dishes and for dressings and finishing, you’ll need 

extra virgin. For salads or accompaniments, you 

could try a single varietal such as arbequina, 

hojiblanca, or picual. There are significant 

differences in flavour and style. 

 



Cold Meats 

Serrano ham is the obvious essential, but bear in 

mind that there are various qualities, usually based 

on the length of curing. Jamón Ibérico is from the 

indigenous black pig and the very best is bellota, 

acorn-fed. If you have the ability and confidence, you 

can buy a piece or a whole leg, otherwise it is 

available sliced. 

Other meats include chorizo (see below), salchichón, 

the equivalent of salami, and lomo which is cured 

pork loin. There are, of course, regional specialities 

including fuet from Catalonia, and varia and camaiot 

from Mallorca, but they are rarely found outside 

Spain. 

Chorizo 

Chorizo comes in many forms. That intended for 

cooking is semi-cured and looks like an ordinary 

sausage, often in strings. It is available mild, spicy or 

smoked and usually comes from the north – Galicia 

or Asturias – but there are many regional variations. 

Fully-cured chorizo is intended to be eaten cold. It 

can be found in whole sticks or more usually sliced. 

It is generally sold as mild (dulce) or hot (picante), 

but you may be fortunate enough to come across an 

ibérico bellota. 

 



Morcilla  

Morcilla is black pudding (blood sausage) and is not 

to everyone’s taste, but if you enjoy it, then the 

Spanish varieties will surely delight. As with chorizo, 

there are regional variations including smoked and 

that from Burgos which is made with rice. They are 

available from specialist suppliers. 

Sobrasada 

Sobrasada is a soft, cured pork sausage and is 

ubiquitous in Mallorca, but until recently was 

virtually unheard of outside the island. It has a 

multitude of uses from simply spread on bread or 

sliced and fried to melting into casseroles. It makes a 

fabulous sauce with honey and the locals even use it 

in puddings! 

Anchovies 

Anchovies are readily available, but it is worth 

seeking out Spanish ones as they put the best of the 

catch in tins. Salted anchovies are called anchoas, 

whilst those marinated in vinegar and olive oil are 

called boquerones. 

Cheese 

You could write a whole book about Spanish cheese 

(perhaps I shall), but of course, they are not all 

available outside Spain. The best known is 

undoubtedly manchego, a hard sheep’s milk cheese 



from La Mancha. It can be enjoyed sliced with quince 

paste and is an ingredient in many dishes. Also 

generally available are mahón, a cow’s milk cheese 

from Menorca, tetilla (yes, it really is called “little tit” 

after its shape), cow’s milk from Galicia, and various 

goat’s cheeses including murcia al vino, with its red 

wine-washed rind. If you are a lover of blue cheese, 

then the cave-ripened cabrales or picos de europa are 

a must. 

Onions 

You really need to know your onions! Seriously 

though, the large white Spanish onions are great for 

cooking and salads. You’ll know they’re really fresh 

when white onion milk runs out when you cut into 

them. Red onions are recommended for many dishes 

and are also good in salads. 

Garlic 

Not all garlic is the same. It needs to be good and it 

needs to be fresh. The most common Spanish 

varieties are morado (from its purple colour) and 

spring white, but you may come across more. Black 

garlic is now widely available. It is made by a type of 

fermentation process and has an incredible flavour. 

There are some good quality Spanish garlic purées to 

be found, but in general they should be avoided. It 

really doesn’t take long to peel and crush your own 

garlic. 



 

 


