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THE IBERICO PIG

Spain produces hams and charcuterie 
from two different breeds of pig: Serrano 
(white pig) and Ibérico (black pig). 

The Ibérico race is descended from 
Mediterranean wild boars cross-bred with 
domesticated pigs  3,000 years ago.

The Ibérico pig evolved in the south-west 
of Spain in a region of gently rolling hills 
with lots of different varieties of oak trees. 

This environment is called the Dehesa 
and is where some of the Ibérico pigs 
will fatten on acorns between October 
and March, the “Montanera” season, 
to produce “Jamón de Bellota Ibérico”, 
acorn-fed Ibérico ham. 
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THE DEHESA

A DOP (Denominación de Origen Protegida) is the Spanish version of a PDO 
(Protected Designation of Origin) in the UK. Products with this description must fulfil 
certain criteria relating to production in a designated region. For instance the Dehesa 
de Extremadura DOP requires that the animals are born, raised, slaughtered and cured 
within the provinces of Badajoz and Cáceres in Extremadura.

The Dehesa, the land in which the Ibérico pig evolved, is a savvana-like grassland with a 
variable covering of trees, mostly oaks. 

The Dehesa is protected by Spanish and Portguese law to preserve the unique ecosystem. 
It is maintained by a careful balance of agriculture, tree cultivation and animal raising. 
This area, reckoned at between 3-5 million hectares, is unique in Western Europe. 
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DOP Dehesa de Extremadura 

A co-operative of pig 
breeders and farmers 
which controls the 
production of Ibérico 
pigs from birth to the 
finished hams. 
 They specialise in 
pure-bred, acorn-fed 
animals.

DOP Jamón de Jabugo

A small business owned by a family that 
has been involved in the production of 
Ibérico products for several hundred 
years. Located near the famous ham 
curing town of Jabugo.

DOP Guijuelo 

A 100 year old family 
business based in 
the famous ham-

curing town of 
Guijuelo, Salamanca.  

Their hams come 
from animals that 
have fattened on 

the Dehesa de 
Extremadura.

DOP Los Pedroches 

A co-operative based in the Valle 
de los Pedroches in Cordoba which 

produces acorn-fed hams fattened up 
in the largest evergreen oak forest in 

western Europe.

OUR SUPPLIERS
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THE CURING PROCESS

SALTING

1 day per kg of fresh leg weight. 
Dehydrates the ham. 

Anti-bacterial properties.
Gives flavour. RESTING

60 - 90 days
Cold (2°C) and high humidity. 

(90%) Salt penetrates 
through to the bone.

SECADERO

6 - 9 months 
Period during which most 
weight is lost (25 - 30%).

Hams are moved to the bodega 
when  the new season’s 

hams begin to arrive. BODEGA

12 months - 3 years
Not much loss of weight.

Chemical activity within the 
ham resulting in the development  

of complex, intense aromas 
and flavours.
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GRADES OF IBERICO HAM

JAMÓN DE BELLOTA, 100% IBÉRICO
A black tag means the ham is from an acorn-fed, pure-bred 
free-range animal.  Mother 100% pure breed, Father 100% 
pure breed.

JAMÓN DE BELLOTA, 75/50% IBÉRICO 
A red tag indicates a ham made from a free-range, acorn-fed, 
75/50% Ibérico pig; Mother 100% pure breed, Father either 
50% cross or Duroc.

JAMÓN DE CEBO DE CAMPO, 100/75/50% IBÉRICO
A green tag means the ham comes from a free-range, grain 
fattened Ibérico pig which can be pure or cross-bred.

JAMON DE CEBO, 100/75/50% IBÉRICO
A white tag shows that the ham was made from a more 
intensively reared, cereal and compound feed fattened, 
generally cross-bred, Ibérico pig.

Ibérico ham is classified according to the purity of the breed, diet and the production 
method itself.  All ham’s are labelled with a coloured tag, which indicates which type it is.
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HOW TO CARVE YOUR HAM

Babilla

Femur

Codillo / hock

Maza

Punta

Hueso de cadera / hip bone
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OPENING THE HAM

First cut

Knee joint

Hock

Identify the knee joint and move about two fingers’ width 
above it. Using a sharp, heavy bladed knife, cut through the 
hock until you hit the bone; this cut should be at an angle, 
as in the photo.
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Always trim off the external yellow fat and skin; this 
is important becausethese parts taste rancid (pic A).

Keep the cut surface as flat as possible (pic B).

A

B

PREPARING THE HAM



11

Using the tip of a short bladed knife separate the
muscle from the bone, this allows you to carve right
up to the bone (pic C).

START CARVING

C



CARVE FLAT
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Femur

First “step”

Second “step”

As we’re carving flat all across the surface of the leg, we will encounter 
the hock first. We then make a vertical incision on the meat with a 
short bladed knife, parallel to our chest and of no more than 2 cm. 

As seen in the photo, there are 3 flat steps to carve up to, before 
naturally hitting a bone. In order to maintain the flatness, remember 
to do the first slice towards the hoof every time now. We will then 
encounter a second bone, so we’ll proceed with the same operation 
(pic A). Once we reach the femur, we can flip the ham over.

A



TURNING THE HAM
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Babilla

Parallel surfaces

Wooden block

You should only trim from 
this point back.

Now the ham has been turned it is time to carve the 
babilla.

When carving the babilla; the flat carved surface 
should be parallel with the other surface. Raise 
the back of the ham with a wooden block to carve 
comfortably (pic B).
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SEPARATE THE BONE FROM THE MUSCLE 
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With a short bladed ham, make an incision of no more than 
2 cm, but always bearing in mind that we need to follow the 
bone, so we’ll aim for a diagonal incision in this case (pic A).

A



WHEN TO STOP?
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Approximately 
6cm wide

Once the babilla has been fully carved, you can trim 
off the rest of the skin in front of it, as can be seen 
in the photo.

This is how the ham should look after the two main 
muscles have been carved. You should be left with a 
strip of ham about 6cm wide (pic B).

Now turn the ham 90°.

B



CARVE DOWNWARDS
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Carve the remaining ham by slicing downwards,
working towards the hoof end (pic A).

A

B



COMPLETELY CARVED HAM 
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The completely carved ham: the bone can now be 
broken down and used to make an excellent stock 
(pic B).



 - Look for a ham with a long, slender ankle, 
a black hoof and dark red meat, indicating 
the purity of the pig’s breeding.

 - Look for a good marbling of fat within the 
muscle, evidence of exercise and flavour.

 - The fat of an acorn-fed ham should be 
almost translucent at room temperature.

 - The smells and flavours of the ham should 
be complex and intense. 

 - Ask to taste it; only buy it if you like the 
flavour.

 - Before opening a ham it should be stored in a cool, dry place. 

 - Once you have started carving, the cut face(s) should be covered tightly in a single 
layer of cling-film to slow the drying out of the ham, it should continue to be stored 
in the same conditions. 

 - The ham will be useable for a maximum of about 3 months, but the quicker it is 
eaten, the better the quality will be. Cut ham should be kept in an air-tight bag in 
the fridge.

 - Spain produces more hams per year than there are people in Spain.

 - Ham always tastes better when you eat it at room temperature.

 - There are thousands of professional ham carvers in Spain.

 - The quality of Spanish hams was praised by Roman authors more than 2,000 years ago.

 - It can take more than 6 years to make a finished ham. The hams will spend from 2½ 
to 5 years curing.

HOW TO CHOOSE YOUR HAM

DID YOU KNOW?

HOW TO LOOK AFTER YOUR HAM
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