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words & photos by

both
about

and her husband Kyl
o s, arned two  things
restaurants in China after a decade or so living in
Beijing. First: navigating a menu can be a serious
challenge for vegetarians without Chinese language
skills (ora translator), and quests are
“T've definitely been kicked

ing for something without

not al comed.
out of

meat,” Kendra said, mentioning a time when she
tried to order mapo tofu, a famous Sichuan dish
of bean curd swimming in a spicy chili- and bean-
based sauce, without its usual minced pork or beef.
The bewildered server relayed th
chef, who stomped out of the kitchen to demand

request to the

that Kendra take her b s elsewher

Options for a vegetarian traveling in China
can require some sleuching. Food is of central
importance to Chinese culture, and meat takes a
starring role, given its presence in many traditional
and iconic dishes. Because of its relative cost and
s y during much of history, meat has be
elevated into a symbol of wealth and high status
like the famous Chinese dish Peking duck, which
for centuries was served only to emperors. “Only
the wealth nomic stat

r high e population

could afford meat in their diet... this continues
day’s world,” wrote Moly Feng, who lived in
g for six y When people are
treating others, if the table doesn't include meat, it

is considered as a disrespectful act.”

Vegetarianism isn't widely adopted in China, which

Feng attributes to the fact that vegetarianism is more

ith religious beliefs than with personal
st cuisine is traditionally meatl

owing to its principle of non-violence.

American Stephen Belter kept a vegan diet when he

lived in Beijing for ar in the mid-2000s. At that

time, he writes over Faceboo!

concept of vegetarianism there even though many
people’s diets were largely vegetarian when their

families were poorer. One older Chinese colleague

vegetarian by choice.

Although meat is important in Chinese cuisine,
plenty of vegetarian options do exist. Tofu, noodle
& rice dishes, and vegetable stir-fries are plentiful, as
well as some unfamiliar choices. I can recall standing
awkwardly in Beijing’s bustling Wangfujing Snack
Street, blocking the stream of people, holding in
one hand a “Chin alled finsignanbin
bean sprouts, shredded carrot, and green onion,
wrapped in a thin, crispy pancake and served with
sauce. I blew on it, waiting for it to cool, before
slathering it with a hoisin-type sauce and slurping
the bean sprouts out like noodles.

S is a short alley Vangfujing
shopping district, the oldest shopping area in
Beijing. I watched a toddler pause under a string of
colorful paper lanterns; in one pudgy fist she gripped
a stick of candied hawthorn fruit, a traditional
Chinese snack, upon which she gnawed with
obvious delight. I bought one too; the hawthorn
looked like a crabapple, and tasted like a fusion of
tart apple and strawberry.

I stopped at many of the booths lining th yway
to gobble snacks like “stinky tofu”—deep fried
cubes of salty, fermented bean curd. It’s a ball of
i Ity and fermented,

umami, crispy on the ou

d with a choi sauces: sweet bean sauce,

or vinegar and chili. As far as stinky goes, my

guide informed me, this is nothing: travel south to
Shanghai, and I'd find tofu with a stinkiness level
that’s off the char




y tofu exemplifies one of the complications
for vegetarian eaters in China. Because Chinese
tofu and

cooks have used vegetarian staples li

wheat gluten for hundreds of years, these foods are
not viewed as meat substitutes, and are often used
in tandem with animal products. Many dishes are
considered incomplete without some meat, and
dishes that appear to be vegetarian might make use
of minced meat or stock for flavor. In the case of
stinky tofu, recipes vary from vendor to vendor, and
might use a marinade that includes animal produc
Moly Feng says that restaurant menus in China
sually do not spec

y all of the ingredients used
in each dish. “Even if the dish is ‘vegetable’ there
is a high chance that the oil used or some other
nponents are not vegetable-based,” she writes.
Finding vegetarian options was much easier in
northern cities like Beijing and Xi'an than in central
and southern China, says

Jane Mountain, a vegan

from Canada who traveled in China for four months
in 2014, keeping a vegetarian diet while traveling. In
a restaurant in central Chir

had ordered a

gional language differences had reduced her meat-

, Mountain thought she
vegetarian dish, only to discover that
free request into a pork-free request—an observance
und among China’s Muslim populatio

“If we were having trouble finding a place to eat,
we would look for a noodle stall where they were
pulling fresh noodl
are often run by Muslims, and they understand that

” Mountain said. “Those plac
people have different food requirements. People in
southern China don’t understand why you wouldn’t
want to eat meat if it was there.”

‘These are the waters that a vegetarian tr: must
navigate, and a language barrier can add an extra
layer of complexity. Mountain found success at
restaurants and food stalls where ingredients were
laid out and she could point to what she wanted. She
memorized the phrase for “we do not eat meat” (bu

chi rou) and carried a card with a phrase like “We eat

Buddhist food” written in Chinese character

After a few miscommunications involving animal
Aft i I§ lving 1
products, Mountain created a list of pictures on her

tablet to visually demonstrate the foods she wanted
to avoid, which she said eliminated the confusion.
ommunication barrier

“From our experience, the

was by far the largest barrier to being veg
China,” she said. “If we managed to communicate,

people were very understanding.”

Restaurants serving only vegetarian food can be
found in some parts of the country, particularly in
large cities, and often around Buddhist monasterie:
Many of these can be found through an online
search.

One
where the walls are draped in swaths of purple
fabric and men in traditional robes led the way to

ning in Beijing, I ate dinner at Pure Lotus,

the entrance, swinging lanterns on long poles. The
enormous menu is in both English and Mandarin,
though the English version is nearly inscrutable;
dishes have names like “Golden Bridge Realization
One Heart Heading Toward the Dao Noodle
(which turns out to be a dish of handmade noodles
in a bean sauce) and “Love at first sight, set to happen
before we meet” (a bowl of jujube
food

an open flame, or, in the case of the chunks of juicy

up). Morsels of

honey melon offered for dessert, in a carved wooden
bowl set over dry ice, i
the table.

fog wafting over the side of

Pure Lotus more than meat-free food — it

illustrates the potential of the stunningly diverse

meatless side of Chinese cuisine. It embraces
creativity and innovation to offer, both literz
and figurativel mething more than the
vegetable stir fry. This is a restaurant that rais
expectations about what meatless dining can be.
And maybe, just maybe, it will encourage diners to
think about equalizing the role of meatless dining in

Chinese cuisine. A
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adindadeboer
Adinda De Boer is a freelance photographer and prop sylist.
Originally from Holland, now in Hong Kong after living in
Kuwait and Taiwan. Even though she has alw
, it was only a couple of years ago that s!
company in the Middle East as an art director and
he cruly fell in love with styling and photography.

loved food and

tray arted wor

twin sisters. Ajlssn writes, Keara nlluumm and bnr ove

the work that compassionate ideas unlock. They share a
passion for nut butter, proven by matching peanut plant

rartoos.

um/w. com

ars old flight attendant, most of my free times

1 obsessed with vegan bakin,

AMANDA ALDINGER

appetite for most things is voracious, including her love
and all things
n and spends all

Amanda
for guacamole, television crime dramas, Malbec,
consumable in bowls. A writer, she liv

her free time cooking and planning what to cat next.

AVSTIN J BAY

ndstor

with his partner in Boston where he likes to read obscure

alism, eat dinner in the park under the stars, and watch anime

art’s content. He has been making a mess in the kitchen

Austin live
magical

until his h
as long as he can remember and loves to use healthy, plant-ba

ingredient:
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jordpress.com
sabel Putinja is a wordsmith who like words and enjoys
playing with them in a variety of v writer, blogger
and tanslator,

NCLLE CLARK
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twitter.com iml

Dakora Kim is a food-obsessed writer working on a butlesque

CRIT N NELGON

on.contently.com

d and travel writer

have appeared in publications including The

recipes, and photo
he lives

Boston Globe, Vegetarian Times, and Edible Boston.

in Boston with her husband and her enthusiastic appetite.

Ali Metzger is class
Bachelor's degree in Restaurant Management, and is a 2nd 1m1
el sl i ihe st | e gl 1 e

e years, Ali created her website,a vegan catering business, and

Ali spends her spare time practicing
al cruely

past
Arizona’s first vegan food trud
, hiking mountains, and advocating to end a

¥

ERIN EBCRLE

nourishpds.squarespace.com
Erin Eberle is a creator of food and words. She is obsessed

with cooking, wine, farming and the ocean. Erin happily
and companion animals in Pordland,

KARLEN (CMME

instagram.com/thisiskarlen

Karlen is a Southern transplant who landed in Buffalo, N.
She is a writer and former librarian who enjoys

camping and experimenting with whole foods vegan

n Eaton is an author, teacher, baker, mostly vegan

foodie and curaror of the gluten free chef blog which features
and other

recipes, weekly meal plans, product reviews;

H‘I]Lln,\ and resources Anhmd to those with celiac dx\

ALEH BACHCAT

3 -gan with a passion for food
And fun. She currently resides in Brooklyn and can be found

sipping on iced coffee, making lists in her notcbook, and

experimenting with new recipes.

Iy,
Sk, ZHUROY

instagram. com/olgagas
seeker of all things beautiful. In her 25 y
she has found a lot to love, including rabbil

Sigur Ros, and vegan crepes.

Stephanie resides with her husband in prm
a iendly and vegan f

Stephanic shares with her readers alternatives to rtientl
inspire others to expand their understanding of “ethical consumerism” to encompass both

nelleclark.com

Becky is a vegan business owner, wife and mom to ¢ old ‘ ‘
A DC transphan lusting afer ! isa Seatcle-based food and lifestyle photographer.
. d by Sunday brunches, lemon and the

colors of the Pacific Northwest.

\f
i“,(
/| miniature dachshund named Scoo
a few good West Coast
working in her shop studi
plant

LS

and exploring eme:
el e punluu: and hopes to

u can find her one of two plac

food at any number of local,
humans and animals alike.
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