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One of Spain's Most Cherished
Castronomic Traditions
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Among Spain's countless gastronomic traditions, el aperitivo—the custom of savoring aromatic drinks, sharing small bites and enjoying
time with friends and family in a laid—back atmosphere in anticipation of a large meal—is doubtlessly one of the favorites. Aperitivo
embodies both passion for Spanish gastronomy and the importance of social connections: placed before lunch or dinner, it can last for a
couple of hours before the party moves on to the dishes prepared as a main meal. This ritual, however, is not only about enjoyment and
brings in another, more practical benefit—arousing the appetite before the big "feast" —aiding digestion during lunch or dinner.

The roots of this uniting and delicious custom go back centuries, and the art of aperitivo itself is not as simple as it appears: it is based on
knowledge and a long-standing practice that has been followed in the Mediterranean through epochs.
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A Sip into History
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Aperitivo dates to ancient times: it was the Greek doctor Hippocrates
who found that bitter—tasting beverages consumed before a meal
can stimulate the appetite. The discovery turned into a ritual that soon
became a regular practice amongst the Southern Europeans and was
followed ever since. Vermouth, herbs—infused wine that was invented
in Turin in the 18th century, brought aperitivo to a whole new level
of popularity: this fashionable (and later irreplaceable) element of
aperitivo had a perfect balance of bitter and sweet notes.

In today's Spain, aperitivo is a food and drink sharing tradition that is
enjoyed with friends and family members before a large meal...and
it can be performed anywhere! At a bar, summer terrace, garden or
dining room: while aperitivo can be a home-based experience, it
doesn't have to be, as long as one knows the key to selecting the right
foods and drinks! When preparing for aperitivo, the balance of salty,
sour, and sweet flavors is the key to success: traditional vermouth,
modern gin, cheese, ham, olives and other Spanish gastronomic stars
can all be a part of this gourmet ritual.
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Choosing Your Aperitivo Players
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Since the olden days, Spanish Vermouth (Vermut) is the traditional
choice for aperitivo, with many styles of this beverage produced in
Spain to choose from. Wine-producing Spanish regions of Galicia,
Andalusia and Catalonia offer a variety of sweet and dry vermouth
types that display a unique combination of flavors and aromas.
The classic Spanish vermouths draw their character from the local
botanicals, herbs and spices used for the production—from cardamom
to cinnamon—uwhile the modern, innovative ones can transcend the
more unexpected notes: of coffee and even chocolate.

Gin and its popular mixed drink variation, gin and tonic, is one of the
favorite beverages among Spaniards and is also a frequent aperitivo
"guest". Spain produces an impressive variety of aromatic and complex
gins—herbal, floral and scented—from both the mainland and island
regions, making Spanish gin offer immense. Ginebra de Mahén PGl
from the island of Menorca is a great gin to start the exploration of
these distinguished Spanish spirits.
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The Delicious Bites
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To make the aperitivo a true gastronomic indulgence, Ibérico ham must
be included in the menu: it is a true star of Spanish gastronomy. The
grades of Spanish Ibérico ham are determined by the production and
diet of the pigs: the highest graded ham is produced from pure-bred
acorn-fed Ibérico pigs that are native to Spain's dehesa in central and
Southwestern Spain. With the abundance of acorns and legumes to
feast on and a natural environment to roam in, the pigs produce meat
of exceptional quality: moist, with a firm texture and emblematic nutty
aromas and flavors. Among the Ibérico ham products, the most iconic
hams come from the four Protected Designations of Origin (PDO): PDO
Jabugo, PDO Guijuelo, PDO Dehesa de Extremadura and PDO Los
Pedroches.

Alongside the signature ham, other iconic Spanish meat products—
chorizo or salchichon— are always welcome to star in aperitivo. Chorizo
de Cantimpalos PGI, made from fresh fatty pork and seasoned with salt
and pimentén, has a rich, slightly acidic taste and goes perfectly with
vermouth. Catalonian Salchichén de Vic PGI, made from white pork,
following the traditional production process, displays a mild peppery
flavor and aroma: it can be another great addition to the aperitivo menu.

Another gem of Spanish gastronomy that can elevate the experience
is Spanish cheese. Variety is the key: with countless kinds produced
in Spain, the more cheeses participants can choose from, the better.
Among the great Spanish cheeses, Queso Manchego PDO, produced
in Castilla—La Mancha, is an ideal option for a hard cheese: it will bring
a slightly sharp and intense flavor to the aperitivo pallet. Cabrales
PDO—a blue-veined soft cheese made from cow's milk, or the mix of
cows', ewes' and goats' milk—has a balanced flavor and a medium
piquancy, displaying nuttiness, reminiscent of hazelnuts and almonds.
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Unigue Spanish cheeses—macerated in red wine Queso de Murcia al
Vino PDO or tender Torta del Casar PDO—are the products that will
not only add flavor to the table but also bring the aperitivo experience
to a whole new level.

Spain has a long history of seafood production—as well as the tradition
of preserving it. Spanish preserved seafood is a premium product that
allows to enjoy Spanish anchovies, tuna, mussels and other seafood
products anywhere—for aperitivo and other gastronomic occasions!
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Mejillon de Galicia PDO, mussels that are harvested in Galicia, are
preserved in tins right after they arrive at the local harbor, sealing their
unique flavor. The mussels have a unique bluish-black shell with an
emblematic orangey-cream mantle, characteristic of their production
region. Spanish anchovies harvested in I'Escala and Santofia regions
are another celebrated preserved seafood product: they have a distinct
mild yet rich taste that makes them a perfect companion for aperitivo
beverages.

When it comes to small bites, Spanish olives—one of the "must have"
products on tables across Spain—are perfect for sharing: their piquant
and complex flavor pairs well with other foods typical for aperitivo: ham,
cheese and seafood. Pitted, whole or stuffed with anchovy, chili, pimiento
or almonds—the olives are extremely versatile and can be offered as
natural snacks, used as an ingredient in Spanish tapas and serve as a
delicious add-on for the aperitivo drinks (especially vermouth!).

Aperitivo, encompassing the tangible concept of savoring delicious
Spanish foods and beverages with the intangible element of enjoying
the company of friends, is a Spanish tradition that unites and brings
together the art of Spanish gastronomy and the joy of "togetherness".
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To learn more about Spanish gastronomy and discover another Spanish gastronomic phenomenon—tapas—scan the QR

code to enter the SpainFoodNation portal.
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