
You sense it immediately…
the earthy aromas, the fulfill-
ing textures and immense 
flavors representing a tradi-
tion of artisan cheesemaking 
that is centuries old. Some of 
my most enthralling cheese 
moments have come from 
tasting one of the remark-
able cheeses of Spain. They 
are rooted in history and 
preserved by geography and 
each one has a unique story 
to tell. Spanish cheese is 
unlike any other imported 
cheese; the raw product may 
be the same- cow, sheep, or 
goat’s milk, but the taste is 
distinctly Spanish.   
 
Over 100 cheeses are pro-
duced in Spain and until re-
cently, one rarely found any-
thing interesting beyond 
Manchego in the U.S. This 
situation has significantly 
changed as tapas-style res-
taurants have emerged 
across the country and tal-
ented Spanish chefs have 
turned celebrity, such as Fer-
ran Adrià, of El Bulli restau-
rant in Barcelona and José 
Andrés, of the acclaimed 
Jaleo in Washington, D.C. 
These two Spanish luminar-
ies have helped shine the 
spotlight on Spain and it is 
ours for the tasting.  

 
If you recall 
one of Spain’s 
famous icons 
Don Quixote, 
the Man of La 
Mancha, then 
it may not 
surprise you 
that Spain’s 
most popular 
cheese, Man-
chego [mahn-
CHEH-goh], is 
also from the 
central plains 
of La Mancha. 
Made from sheep’s milk, this 
cheese can be enjoyed at 
several stages of ripening.  At 
3 months (called Manchego 
curado) it’s semi-soft and 
mild while at 12 months 
(called Manchego viejo) the 
texture hardens and the fla-
vor becomes more complex 
and sharp. An aged, raw-milk 
Manchego is the quintessen-
tial Spanish sheep’s milk 
cheese. But you need not 
travel far to experience a 
true Spanish tapas-style 
meal with friends. Arrange 
some slices of Manchego, 
quince paste (membrillo) 
and Iberico or Serrano jamon 
on an old wooden board, toss 
on some fried marcona al-
monds and pieces of date-
walnut cake. Now, throw on 
some Flamenco music, sip a 
sparkling Cava or an old 
Spanish Rioja and you will be 
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dreaming the possible dream.  
 
“Torta” is the local name for a 
cheese that ripens from the 
outside in and liquefies at 
peak ripeness.  Torta de Ca-
ĐÁÒÁÊÁÌ ɍ4/2-tah deh Cahn-
yah-ray-hall] is considered a 
true delicacy in Spain and 
these expensive, fist-size 
rounds are fairly rare to find 
in the U.S.  Like the truffles 
from Périgord there is some-
thing provocative about this 
cheese.  To serve a torta, sim-
ply slice off the top and dive 
in with a spoon.  Made from 
raw sheep’s milk, the creamy, 
gooey consistency of the 
paste hugs your tongue and 
provides a rich, nutty flavor 
with slight floral notes.  Have 
plenty of crusty baguette 
around and a glass of deep 
ruby Tempranillo or Gar-
nacha; the heavier the better. 



 
In Spain, goats are often 
referred to as “the poor 
man’s cow”.  Pau San Mateo 
[Pow san mah-TAY-oh] is a 
semi-soft, pasteurized goat 
cheese with a smooth natu-
ral orange colored rind. It’s 
made by hand in a village 
north of Barcelona in Cata-
lonia. The name Pau is Cata-
lan for “Paul”, after the 
cheesemaker’s son, who 
raises the goats a few miles 
inland from the Mediterra-
nean.  As the cheese ages, 
the creamier it becomes and 
in its fully developed form, 
the flavor is intense and 
complex, with a grand per-
sonality. Pau partners well 
with very fruity white wines 
such as Chenin Blanc but if 
you’re drinking red stay 
with a California Merlot or 
Zinfandel.  When properly 
aged, I’ve even enjoyed it 
with a glass of Tawny Port. 
 
France has Roquefort, Italy 
has Gorgonzola and England 
boasts its Stilton.  To round 
out the quartet of distin-
guished blues from Europe, 
Spain celebrates with Val-

deón [vahl-day-OHN] from 
the remote valley located in 
the northwestern region of 
Leon.  This bold blue cheese 
made from cow and goat’s 
milk is beautifully wrapped 
in plageru (sycamore) 
leaves and aged in limestone 
caves for up to 4 months.  
Although the leaves are not 
edible they make a beautiful 
presentation on the cheese-
board. The leaves allow cer-
tain bacterias to penetrate 
the cheese and give it an 
alluring, complex taste and 
texture. When young it’s 
creamy, richly veined, 

slightly salty and rather 
mild. But, when Valdeón is 
at its peak, it is not a cheese 
for wimps. It will sting your 
tongue, curl your toes, and 
leave your ears ringing. You 
can tame its bite with a little 
drizzle of honey or with a 
spread of sweet cream but-
ter on fruit and nut bread.  
During grilling season, Val-
deón makes a quick and 
elegant sauce for steaks.  
Simply mash a hunk of 
cheese with a fork and add 
heavy cream to loosen it a 
bit.  Place a dollop on top of 
each steak as it comes off 
the grill and let it melt.  En-
joy with a glass of Spanish 
Tempranillo or blend. 
 
 
 
By Line:  Stacey Adams-Zier 
is the Owner and Fromager 
of Tastings Gourmet Market 
and Artisanal Cheese Center 
located in Clock Tower Place, 
Annapolis, Md. She can be 
reached at 410.263.1324  
www.TastingsGourmetMarke
t.com 
 

With an anthological selection of 
cheeses, hams, pastries, and delica-
cies this famous café, restaurant, 
and delicatessen is a hallowed up-
per Barcelona hangout just off 
Turo Park.  
(Francesc Perez Cabrero 5, Barce-
lona, Spain  tel:  93209 8373)  

But, when Valdeón is at its peak, it is not a cheese for wimps. It will sting 

your tongue, curl your toes, and leave your ears ringing. 

Going to Spain? 

Did you know?  

Much speculation 

has taken place 

over the origin of 

the word tapas.  

Linguistically, the 

meaning is a 

plural extension 

of the word tapa 

(“lid”), from tapar 

(“to cover”), 

allegedly referring 

to slices of cheese 

used to cover 

glasses of sherry 

in the hot, insect-

infested bars of 

Andalucía,Spain. 
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What to Eat with it?  

Some of my favorite treats to 
eat alongside Spanish cheeses 
include roasted Marcona al-
monds, date walnut cake, flaky 
Spanish tortas, dried figs, hon-
eycomb, Serrano jamon and 
chorizo. 

The Spanish cheese Valdéon is 
ÏÕÒ ÆÁÖÏÒÉÔÅ ȰÂÉÇȟ ÂÁÄ ÂÌÕÅȱȢ 


