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Introduction


Hello and welcome to The Little Book of Tapas, your one-stop guide to a tempting selection of every possible iteration of Spain’s most iconic small plates. Feast your eyes and make your mouth water with this wonderful collection of recipes and facts about the cornucopia of tapas dishes available. It’s not hard to see why tapas are so popular, and not just in Spain.


No doubt you’ve got a taste for tapas already. It’s what tapas are so good at, after all – inviting you to have a taste, igniting your interest, encouraging you to stay a while, eating and drinking a little more. And, in that spirit, you’ll discover everything the wonderful world of tapas has to offer, be it the history of tapas, how it is eaten in Spain, how you’ll find it abroad, and also how you can make it yourself at home.


From albóndigas to boquerones, gambas to patatas bravas, no stone will be left unturned in the quest to furnish you with all the information you’ll ever need about the most sociable way of eating in the world.


By the end of this book, whether you end up believing that it was King Alfonso “The Wise”, Spanish workers in the Middle Ages, or an Andalucian innkeeper who first placed a sliver of irresistible jamón over a glass of sherry and referred to it as a tapa (or top), the truth is, there is nothing better when you stop for a cold drink on a hot Spanish evening than to receive a little – often complimentary – plate of something savoury and outright delicious.


No matter the origin of the story, this delightful custom has endured, and with it, ensured that the popularity of tapas has extended far and wide from its Andalucian birthplace, so that whether you’re in London, Paris, Tokyo, Los Angeles or Seoul, you’ll be sure to find a place serving tasty little Spanish dishes.




THE WONDERFUL WORLD OF TAPAS
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Prepare to explore the wonderful world of tapas! Woven into the core of Spanish culture, tapas have always been intended as light, tasty snacks to fuel travel between bars. As such, tapas are social dishes meant to be shared with your family, friends and loved ones, and are an essential part of any great night out in Spain.


You don’t have to be Spanish or in Spain to enjoy tapas. So popular has this way of eating become that you can find tapas, or tapas-inspired dishes, on many restaurant menus around the world. In this chapter, you will learn everything there is to know about tapas to fuel you on your journey deeper into this traditional Spanish cuisine.


 


 


 


 


What are tapas?


Fundamentally, “tapas” is a Spanish term for an appetizer or snack, although the word “tapa” in Spanish translates quite literally as “top” – originally a little cover to sit on top of your glass to keep bugs from falling inside.


This custom is still alive and well in traditional tapas preparation and serving. If you’ve ever eaten tapas, you’ll be familiar with your server telling you that they “recommend two to three tapas per person”. In a traditional Spanish tapas bar, dishes tend to be served in small terracotta bowls, known as cazuelas, or on small plates that can happily perch on top of your glass if needed.


Due to how delicious so many of the classic tapas dishes are, the concept of tapas has developed around the world into a meal that can be enjoyed sitting around a table with family and friends for lunch or dinner. In Spain, however, tapas tend to be enjoyed as part of an early-evening “crawl” that takes in two, three, four or more of your favourite tapas bars as you amble your way to your dinner reservation, or on your way home for your evening meal.


The tapas can range from a few delicious nuts or olives, anchovies and slices of local jamón, through to any number of tasty toppings, treats and spreads placed on little pieces of bread; all the way to fully fledged cooked dishes of meatballs, prawns, soups and stews – served as always in little dishes for the purpose of sharing with your fellow drinkers and diners.
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What is the origin of tapas?


It is most likely that tapas originated organically as a little “tapa”, or covering, for people’s drinks in a hot and humid country where lots of little bugs are intent on landing in your hard-won thirst-quencher. The tapa would have likely started out as just a piece of bread, which people then perhaps dipped in their drink and ate, or even just discarded. Over time, clever bar owners realized that people stay longer and drink more if you give them a tastier tapa as opposed to just a stale piece of bread.


That said, the better the story the more people become obsessed with the legend. One version is that a less than scrupulous bar owner in the sixteenth century realized he could mask the low quality of his wine by serving a morsel of strong cheese or ham alongside it. If there is any truth in this, then perhaps we can thank this guy for the extraordinary cheese and cured meats produced in Spain today, as well as for inventing a culinary and cultural movement!


The most common legend dates back to the thirteenth century and King Alfonso X of Castile who, while recovering from an illness, was advised by his doctor to eat only small amounts of food at a time in order to build his strength. It is said that the king enjoyed this way of eating so much that he prescribed it for the rest of his subjects as the way to eat for ever more.


Another version of this legend suggests that the inns of Castile were so notorious for their rowdy and drunken patrons that the king introduced small portions of food to be eaten alongside a drink, in order to help sober up his raucous subjects and ensure they ended the night in a much more civilized manner.


The final regal theory goes that a latter-day King Alfonso was passing through the delightful Andalusian city of Cádiz in the late nineteenth century. Cádiz is famous for its windy weather so, not wanting the monarch to get sand in his drink, the bar owner placed a piece of ham over the top of this glass to protect it. This tickled the king’s fancy and when he ordered his next drink, he asked for it “with the cover”, or tapa.
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WHAT DO SPANISH KEYBOARDS SAY? TAPAS!


 


 


 


 


How was tapas traditionally served?


As the legend goes, tapas were traditionally served as a “cover” for a drink. Whether it was a slice of jamón or a piece of tomato-rubbed bread, the tapas would have been simple and designed to be large enough to cover a glass, but robust enough to be picked up with your hands and placed back on the glass between sips.


As tapas developed though, the ubiquitous Spanish cazuelas (terracotta casserole dishes that come in every possible size) would have been used to contain whatever tapas had been prepared. It is the cazuela that is still perhaps the most recognizable serving dish, even today.


As tapas’ popularity grew, so did the scope of the dishes offered and what they were served in. Nowadays, you’ll find tapas served as traditionally as described above, but also in a contemporary fashion more in keeping with fine dining. However served, the spirit is the same – and you can still use your hands to eat them.
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