The Land, the People, Customs.  . .

The Land:


Spain is one of the most southern countries of Western Europe. Its territory extends beyond 550,000 square kilometers, being the third largest in dimension after the Soviet Union and France. It occupies 5/6 of the Iberian Peninsula. It is the most mountainous country in Europe after Switzerland. Its central plateau has an average elevation of 2, 200 feet. Spain’s territories include the Balearic and Canary Islands and the Moroccan cities of Ceuta and Melilla. Spain is a composite of various regions:  Castile, León, Galicia, Asturias, Euskadi, Cataluña, Aragón, Valencia, Andalucía, Extremadura and the Balearic and Canary Islands.

The People:


The population of Spain is 40 million. Its inhabitants are descendants of many ancient races such as the Tartians, Iberians, Phoenicians, Greeks, Romans, Anglo-Saxons, Celts, Slavics, Arabs, Hebrews, etc.


Spaniards are charming and lovable people, and are generally friendly, helpful and individualistic. They have a strong sense of personal pride. Appearance is very important. They are very fashion conscious and follow closely the latest European styles. Spanish people feel it is very important to project the impression of affluence and social position.

Customs:

Greetings: A handshake, often accompanied by a pat on the back, is the usual greeting for men. Men who are close friends often give each other an abrazo (embrace).  Women greet each other and say goodbye with a slight embrace and a kiss on each cheek. Men and women greet each other with a kiss on each cheek also, but the women will make the initiative. If not, a handshake is appropriate.


Visiting: Visitors are warmly received and are usually expected to stay for at least an hour or two. When invited for a meal, it is polite to take flowers, candy, or pastries as a gift. Spanish people are very open and usually offer all they can to their guests. 

Eating: As a general rule, meal times are fall in between these hours:


Breakfast: 
8:00 –10:00am


Lunch:

2:00 – 4:00pm


Dinner:
9:00-10:00 pm  (later in the summer months) 


Merienda
5:00- 7:00pm (light snack)

Typical Spanish food is not highly spicy and there are a wide variety of fresh fruits and vegetables. Breakfast is generally light with toast, cookies, coffee and or juice. The main meal is served at lunch. Dinner is a lighter meal.

The host or hostess indicates the seating arrangements. Ladies are seated first.  The host or hostess will serve the food onto each of the guest’s plates. Compliments on the meal are appropriate but should not be excessive. Eating utensils are used in the common European style; the fork is kept in the left hand. Spaniards use their knife to push food onto the fork, but never their fingers. When one is finished with the meal, the knife and fork should be laid side by side on the plate. Leaving them on the opposite ends of the plate may indicate that one is not finished or satisfied. It is bad manners to have the hand you are not using under the table on your lap. It is good manners to have both hands always on the table (but not the elbows). In restaurants, the waiter is called by raising the hand and motioning for him to come. After the meal, it is up to the client to ask for the check and it is paid at the table. A small tip is polite and is left on the small plate the waiter brings the bill on.

Restaurants in Spain are classified in one, two, three, four and five forks. All restaurants bust offer a standard meal at a fixed price; it is called “Menú del Día”. This menu consists of a first plate, second plate, dessert, bread and drink.

Commercial Hours: Although big department stores are open from 10 am to 8 or 9 pm, most shops and businesses keep the traditional Spanish business hours:  9 am to 2 pm and then open again at 5 to 8. These hours vary somewhat in the summer months. The smaller stores tend to open later in the afternoon (6 or 6:30) and stay open till 9:00 or 9:30pm. Banks and city offices do not open to the public in the afternoons.

Public Holidays:


January 1
New Years Day  


January 6
Epiphany (Reyes) or King’s Day


March 19
Feast of St. Joseph  (Fathers’ Day in Spain)


March or 
Holy Week (Semana Santa) with Maundy Thursday


April

Good Friday, and Easter Sunday


May 1

Labor Day


June (day 


Varies)

Corpus Christi


July 25

Feast of St. James, Patron Saint of Spain


August 15
Feast of the Assumption of the Virgin Mary


October 12
Spain’s National Day


November1
All Saints’ Day


December 8 
Feast of the Immaculate Conception of the Virgin Mary


December 25
Christmas Day

In addition, there are various local holidays during which a city will honor its patron saint. Most all establishments are closed on national holidays.

